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      Hell was drinks with a client on a cold winter evening, when you just wanted to be home with a glass of wine and a bad movie. Particularly when your insufferable opposing counsel was right across the bar. Some women might forgive Jason Elliott for his annoyingly detailed comments or his general unwillingness to compromise once they got an eyeful of those broad shoulders and that sharp jaw. But me? No way. He’d spent the last four months making my life difficult, and he was the absolute last person I wanted to see tonight. And he shouldn’t even be here. I glared at him across the panoramic rooftop bar, even though he couldn’t see me. That impossibly golden hair glimmered in the light from the modern chandeliers and I narrowed my eyes. How was it possible to look like a Calvin Klein model and also win the award for world’s most frustrating man? Tonight was the first time I’d actually seen him in person, instead of on a computer screen. He had his back to me while he chatted with his client, but I could picture the tic in his jaw and his cold gaze. He was taller and broader than he appeared on video, even from this distance.

      I hurried to where Gerald sat with our client, checking my email as I strode across the plush carpet in my stilettos. Never mind the fact that I had checked not ten minutes ago in the cab, and twenty minutes before that, when I had raced down the hall, making the sign of the cross as I passed Gerald’s office.

      Gerald, one of my many bosses and a senior partner at the law firm where I worked, was ensconced with our clients in the corner. I spied a head of dark brown hair in their little group and gritted my teeth. Brett.

      Jason might be a relentless negotiator and general pain, but Brett was bad news. He’d joined just a few weeks ago, and he was dumb. Dumb and mean. A friend of a friend had confirmed that he had a nice big chip on his shoulder from being fired for cause from his last firm. He wanted to be the top counsel at our firm and he made it known. I inhaled deeply, willing myself to be patient, calm. It was going to be a long night.

      Closing drinks were a relic of the past, along with briefcases and the little acrylic tombstones they gave out to commemorate big deals. I hated the forced socialization they entailed. Closing events consisted primarily of back-slapping, guzzling clear liquor, and dodging thinly veiled insults. As much as I hated them, I still went, because I was a dutiful minion who couldn’t bear to disappoint her superiors. It was a complete coincidence that Jason was here too, since opposing counsel was never invited to mingle with us and our clients.

      “Here she is!” Gerald proclaimed. Oh no. He was at least two martinis deep, based on the flush of his cheeks, more of a NARS Orgasm than a full-blown cherry red. His unusual enthusiasm could be credited to the alcohol. I was not his favorite associate. I was too opinionated, too pushy. He preferred someone who would tell him what he wanted to hear. My best friend Margo excelled at playing that game with him, and then doing exactly what she wanted anyway.

      Brett, however, he seemed to like. I gave horrible Brett a brief nod and greeted our clients. I could do this. Because I had to. Going to these stupid events was part of the game. You showed up early, left late, billed like crazy and went to closing dinners and marketing events where you had to apologize for the senior partner’s asinine behavior or some drunken first year’s sexist comments. I gritted my teeth, pasted on a fake smile, and ordered what would likely be one of many martinis that evening.

      “Glad you could make it, Cynthia,” Brett grated, his nasally voice smug, like he was the host of this little gathering and I was late.

      “I was finishing up something at the office. You know how it is,” I said breezily. Always pretend to be busy. That was my motto.

      “Oh, on the Preston deal? I can’t believe they have you on that.” He gave a small laugh. “I told Ann there was no way I’d work on it. At least they found…someone to staff.” His pause told me what he thought of that someone and I ground my teeth together.

      We didn’t have to be competitors. There was plenty of work to go around at the firm. But Brett must have assumed I wanted to make partner, and he presumably did as well. Taylor, Jones and Roberts LLP made about one partner per year, so Brett was right to think that only one of us could be elevated to the partnership. He was, however, dead wrong, if he thought I wanted that life. Margo was welcome to it. The reward for working hard and making partner seemed to be more work, and I was not interested.

      Brett’s barbs still landed, though, and I was not about to be pushed out of favor with the partners by a sniveling newcomer, and particularly not a man. So I gritted my teeth and gave as good as I got.

      Three hours later, I blew out a breath as Brett and Gerald said goodbye by the elevator. I was hiding near the bathroom, purse in hand, after pretending to leave twenty minutes ago. I wanted just five minutes alone. When would these jerks get moving? With a hearty laugh into his prodigious mustache, Gerald finally trundled into the elevator. I breathed a sigh of relief and made my way to the gleaming wooden bar in the center of the room. I was settled and trying to get the bartender’s attention when I heard, “This seat taken?”

      I looked up into the cold blue eyes of Jason Elliott and grimaced.

      Jason, in addition to having a last name that sounded like a first name, was a grade A psychopath. He didn’t smile (at least not to me). He always responded to emails, even late at night. He showed up to every video conference in a full suit and used the same anal retentive writing style for his comments on every deal. We’d sat across the table from each other exactly three times, and the only crack I could see in his perfect facade was that his jaw clenched hard enough to break a tooth when he was frustrated.

      His beautiful face was nearly enough to make me overlook all of his annoying, starched perfection. It was lean and angular, with a hint of golden stubble, and framed by high cheekbones, a serious mouth, and square jaw. He hadn’t gelled his hair today, and its slight wave practically begged you to run your hands through the shining strands. But best of all were his eyes. They were deep blue, thickly lashed and underscored by just a hint of crows’ feet and blueish under-eye circles. He had a manic intensity to him that drew me in. His eyes said, “I’m a workaholic and will fuck you over.” Some women might hate it. But me? I was a fellow workaholic, and it was hot as hell. I had idly wondered once if he were short and stooped, and then rapidly decided it was unlikely. He carried himself with tall guy energy. I looked back at him, where he was carefully moving my purse off of the chair and folding his lean frame into it. Yup, he was six foot two, maybe three.

      “It’s taken,” I said shortly, and went back to staring at the bartender.

      He snorted a laugh at my obvious distaste and signaled the bartender in that annoying way confident men did.

      “What type of martini did you want?” he asked.

      I bristled at his tone. Exactly the one he used on conference calls. Cool, collected, like it was a foregone conclusion that he was right. “How do you know I was going to order a martini? I take them dirty, vodka, with olives.” I frowned at his strong profile, but he was looking at the bartender.

      “I saw you drinking it from across the room.” He kept his eyes on the bartender. Huh. Jason Elliott had been paying attention to me.

      He finally turned to me when we had our cocktails. Those electric blue eyes met mine. “Were your drinks as uncomfortable as mine were?”

      “That depends, I guess. Did your opposing counsel show up and sit down next to you when you just needed some alone time?”

      He huffed a laugh and sipped his drink. “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re not. Why are you over here, anyway? Don’t you have a junior associate to torment tonight?”

      He smirked at my annoyed tone. “My favorite victim is right here.” He paused. “Actually, I just needed someone to commiserate with. I hate closing drinks. I’d rather be home doing something boring. Probably why I’ll never make partner.”

      “Me neither.” We shared a half smile, and I felt a little frisson of something go through me at the way our gazes held, at the tilt of his mouth and his straight nose. Margo and I had giggled about his perfect face and broad shoulders countless times (since that was all we could see on video calls). I surreptitiously scanned the rest of him. Navy suit pulling over long legs, Italian loafers, shirt unbuttoned to show the hollow of his throat. I looked up and reddened. He was looking at me knowingly.

      “Like what you see?” he asked, with an arch of his brow.

      “Just checking to see where you hide the cloven hooves and tail,” I said sweetly.

      He burst out laughing, white teeth flashing and eyes crinkling. Holy crap. He was crazy handsome when he smiled. I quickly turned back to my drink.

      “Was I that bad?”

      “You know you were,” I said shortly, signaling for another martini. He’d fixed all my typos (in track changes so everyone could see them), refused to give on some key provisions our client had requested, had cut me off on conference calls, and had generally tried to make us look bad.

      “Are you going to murder me behind the bar later?”

      I smiled despite myself. “No. It’s life. I just hope we aren’t facing each other any time soon.”

      “I like to win, Cynthia. I think you know that. And I think you like to win, too.” He said the last part quietly, and I glanced over at him. The alcohol was buzzing through me, making me warm and bold. His cold eyes even looked inviting under the influence of a few martinis. The blonde strands of his hair glinted, and I refocused on his perfect face. Those full lips, that stubble. I had a brief, insane urge to run my finger over his jaw. No more martinis tonight.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “It’s there. In your snappy responses on our calls, in the tone you take in your emails, hell, even in your markups.” He held my gaze. “I can tell it’s you holding the pen, not a junior. You really give a shit.” He casually sipped his drink, like he hadn’t just seen right to the heart of me.

      “Thanks? I think?” I played it off, but my heart pounded.

      “It’s a compliment. Believe me.” He stood up. “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to your drink.” He dropped a hundred-dollar bill on the bar and strode off. I watched his retreating form, wondering briefly what those shoulders would feel like under my hands, if the brief flash of skin I’d seen would be smooth. What did his body look like under that suit? I shook my head. Time to go. Before I did something insane, like run him down and ask him to go home with me.

      I made my way to the elevator, feeling surprisingly ok in my heels. I wasn’t drunk, which meant I wanted Jason Elliott. Ugh. That was embarrassing. Maybe it was time to get on the apps again and find someone to take the edge off. I didn’t date. Keeping my head above water at the firm took enough of my time, and frankly, what I’d seen of men didn’t make me want to get involved with one.

      But when the elevator doors opened, he was there.

      “It’s you.” He quirked a smile from where he leaned against the wall.

      “I thought you left,” I said.

      “I went to check out the view from the roof deck.”

      “It’s freezing cold out there.” I frowned. In fact, I could feel the cold coming off of him in waves. It felt refreshing against my heated cheeks.

      “The cold doesn’t bother me,” he murmured.

      At least the inside matches the outside, I didn’t say. I leaned back against the wall. Ignore him. The air warmed, the scent of his cologne wrapping around me. Tension sat thick between us. Or maybe that was just the alcohol making my head swim? What would happen if I kissed him? I tapped my hand against the wall, wanting out of this elevator and wanting to climb him at the same time. A warm palm over mine stilled my tapping, and I started.

      “Do I make you nervous?” he asked.

      “No,” I retorted. “Not at all.”

      “Then why all the anxious energy?” He ran a thumb slowly over the back of my hand and my focus arrowed to the contact.

      He turned to me. Like this, we were closer than I’d thought. Just a scant six inches between our bodies, though he was roughly the height of a giant, and my nose came to his chest.

      “You’re freakishly tall,” I muttered, ignoring his comment.

      Those blue eyes laughed at me, that sinfully lush mouth tilted up.

      “And you’re shorter than I thought,” he replied.

      “Still tall enough to make you work for it,” I replied, and reddened. His gaze sharpened on mine and my stomach flipped. “I, ah, meant, on the deal.”

      “Did you?” he asked, holding my gaze. I could drown in those eyes. I wanted to touch his jaw, press my lips right to the crease of his throat. He’d probably smell amazing right there.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he muttered. His gaze had gone languid, his mouth slightly slack. I swayed forward slightly and his hand landed on my hip. A small, embarrassing noise fell from my lips. Worry about that later. Tomorrow, I could be embarrassed. Right now, I was a ball of need, my pulse racing, heaviness building between my legs.

      I let my palm land on the fine wool breast of his suit and finally gave in.
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      Yes. Cynthia swayed into my body, her hand landing on my chest. The need between us was electric, unexpected, and something about this moment felt imperative. I had to kiss her. Those plush pink lips had teased me on so many conference calls. That fiery red hair was the perfect texture for weaving around my fingers. I sank my hand into the wild strands now and feathered my lips over hers. She made a needy noise in her throat and kissed me back. Oh fuck. She tasted really fucking good. Her lips parted, and I angled her head just right. Lust was a vise around my body. I wanted to press her back against the wall and slip my hands under her skirt. Would she let me? She looped a hand around my neck and pressed closer. She might.

      The elevator dinged, and she pulled back. Her eyes were glassy and her lips slightly swollen.

      “Should we go back up?” she asked, and I huffed a laugh. To the bar? Maybe to one of the rooms of the hotel it’s situated above? “I’m serious,” she murmured. Fuck.

      “Come home with me,” I said thickly. Damn the consequences. I wanted this feeling.

      “Yes,” she breathed, as the doors opened.

      We hastened to get into a car and when we were finally ensconced in the dark, I turned towards her. Her eyes were wide under the unruliness of her red curls and I could feel her anxiety? Excitement? I put my hand on her arm. “You can change your mind, you know. If this seems like a bad idea.”

      “No way.” She licked her lips, and I swallowed back a groan. How many times had I stared at those lips on video calls? She was sexy as hell, even while she was cutting me down to size.

      “Come here and show me then.”

      She glanced at the driver, who was two rows up in the giant SUV and certainly couldn’t hear us through the divider. I waited with bated breath, my cock rising in my pants despite myself. She flicked a glance down and raised a brow.

      “I said, come here,” I growled and grabbed her hips. She let me pull her into my lap and I couldn’t help my hoarse gasp as she brushed against my erection. Her skirt was riding up over her thighs and I desperately wanted to grab her, knead her ass, pull her down against me and grind my cock into her, but I stayed perfectly still, except for the breaths sawing in and out of my chest. The need for her to take control rode me. Keep it under wraps. That was for women on I met on the app.

      “You’re really hot, you know that?” Her eyes drank me in, roaming over today’s messy hair, my rumpled suit, and finally meeting my eyes.

      “I could say the same about you.” Something about the curve of her waist, the tilt of her head as she stared at me, the fire in her dark eyes, it made me lose my mind.

      “Stop stalling.” I tipped her forward on my lap and she caught herself against my chest. It was rare for me to bring potential partners home, incredibly rare, that I showed them the toys that had caused some of my ex-girlfriends to call me a “freak.” And Cynthia wouldn’t be seeing any of that. Most women I slept with I met on an app, and most of them knew exactly what they were signing up for. That was for sex, nothing more, and never more than once.

      “Okay,” she whispered against my mouth and kissed me. The first touch of her lips had me groaning into her mouth. The feel of her slick little tongue had me picturing what it would feel like on my cock.

      Soft noises of appreciation fell from her lips as she skimmed greedy hands over my chest, my shoulders, back down. She was soft and pliant against me, melting into my chest as she grabbed at my arms for support.

      Sharp need spiraled through me. More, I needed more. I wasn’t good at taking it slow, had never been. And she made me wild. Her curves were made for my hands. I smoothed a palm over the full curve of her ass and kneaded into the flesh, bruising her soft skin. She inhaled sharply and threw her head back.

      I banded an arm against her back and pulled her down over my erection. She rocked her hips against me and I groaned. “That feels really fucking good,” I muttered.

      I slipped my hands under her sweater, glorying in her soft skin, the weight of her breasts. Strokes along the undersides had her breath catching in her throat. I stilled my hands.

      “Keep going,” she breathed.

      “Keep quiet,” I responded.

      “I didn’t say you could stop.”

      I shuddered at her words, going impossibly hard under her. She didn’t seem to notice how much I loved her orders. Keep it easy.

      “We’re almost there,” I said, as we neared my street.

      I lived in an ancient townhouse uptown, which I loved for its dark corners and maze of rooms. I had the entire top two floors to myself and I rattled around in there like a hero from an old novel, consuming too many gin martinis and reading the newspaper in hard copy.

      A short elevator ride later and I was stumbling into the apartment with her in my arms. We hit the hallway wall, and I broke the kiss to pant out, “Where do you want to go? Bed or couch?”

      “Bed.”

      I carried her to the bedroom while she tried to push my jacket off my shoulders. She was insatiable. Kissing my neck, spreading her hands over my shoulders and unbuttoning my shirt for better access. Her eagerness, her fire. She could give me what I need. Some women were content to be submissive, but some, some I could tell, were just a door waiting to be opened, a fire waiting to spark. She might be one of those.

      We fell onto the bed and I paused, holding myself over her. Her eyes flew open and pure lust swirled in the deep brown depths. I sucked in a breath.

      She arched up to me and I ground down against her.

      “More,” she murmured. “Please. I need you naked.” Her voice was pleading. Not quite the command I craved, but I hastened to comply.

      I stood and pulled off my jacket, undid the remaining buttons on my shirt. My heart hammered in my chest. I shucked the shirt and her eyes grew hotter.

      “Slower.”

      The edge of command in her voice made me shudder. She didn’t know what she was doing to me. I stilled, my hand at my pants. Just one more brief moment and I would take over, wrest control from her. Being dominant was still enjoyable. I just didn’t crave it the way I loved to sub.

      She broke my gaze in order to strip off her sweater and skirt, leaving her in thigh-high stockings and black underwear that was stark against her pale skin. Oh god. She was really fucking hot.

      I slowly undid my pants, my hand close, so close to my erection. I wanted to draw the pleasure out, make us both wait.

      “Hurry,” she pleaded. She twined her arms above her head, thrusting her breasts up. I wanted to fall on her like a starving man, but I needed just one more moment on the edge of her control. I wanted her to order me to my knees, to make me give her pleasure. The thought of that nearly made my eyes flutter closed.

      I slowly, so slowly, rose up, putting on a show for her, letting my abs contract slowly and my hands fist by my sides. My arms strained as I held myself still for her. Her eyes glittered as they roamed over my body.
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      Jason was fucking hot. Had someone asked me to imagine him in bed, I would have said that he was too robotic to have sex. I could not have predicted this in a million years. His eyes and his massive erection betrayed the fact that he was wild with lust, but he kept himself tightly leashed. I could see his lean frame shuddering with need. How could I unleash him?

      “Come here,” I demanded. His eyes went wide. Was I too much? Too needy, too demanding? One second, maybe two, then he moved. Satisfaction at his reactions filled me.

      He pinned me to the bed with one large hand against my stomach. The breath left my chest in an audible rush. His movements were rough, desperate. He forced my legs apart, and I shuddered. My body was humming with lust. It had been long, so long, since I had been with a man. The long hours at the firm, plus my family obligations, meant I had little time to date and even less time to get to know someone well enough to have sex. But my body clearly remembered what to do as Jason kissed his way down my stomach and then up my thigh to where he had spread my legs. His breath ghosted over my clit. Ohgod ohgod. I couldn’t handle this. His intensity, his hot breath on me, so at odds with his demeanor. I hadn’t expected this, hadn’t expected to need him like this. This should have been boring, or annoying, especially since he was so difficult. Maybe I would have preferred that. Instead, the need between us felt like a living thing, filling my lungs, making it hard to take a breath without also breathing him in.

      “Do you want this? I have to ask.” He paused. “I like it rough. If it’s too much at any point, just tell me to stop.” He trailed a finger down my thigh as he waited for my agreement. His eyes met my own, slightly wild. My legs trembled. My breaths heaved.

      And it was hot as fuck that he kept asking for consent, asking for permission.

      “Yes, make me come.”

      He jolted at my words and then licked into me, swirling his tongue around my clit. I cried out. “God, yes. That’s so good.” He huffed a laugh against me and kept tonguing me, light swirls, then spearing into me, then spreading my thighs even wider and sucking on my clit until I was practically sobbing with the need to come.

      “More,” I begged. “I need you inside me.” He met my eyes and my body went taut at the lust I saw blazing in them.

      “On your knees like a good girl,” he said roughly.

      He flipped me and pressed me into the mattress. The soft fabric abraded my oversensitive nipples, and I shivered at the contact. His palms trailed down my back, smoothing over my ass, dipping back between my thighs. Each caress was tender, sweet, until he gripped my hip with punishing fingers. I heard the rip of a condom wrapper and then the first press of his cock. Thick, silky, warm. It had me arching my back, until inch by delicious inch he seated himself. I pushed back against his hips, the coarse hair on his legs rubbing against my thighs, and he exhaled a breath.

      “Fuck, that’s good,” he groaned.

      “Yes,” I hissed.

      Those rough fingers on my hip pressed me forward and then dragged me back. He speared a hand into my hair, his fingers as rough on my scalp as they had been on my body. The slight pain sent sparks dancing over me.

      “Too much?” he asked roughly.

      “More,” I moaned. “More, more.” I needed him like I needed my next breath and I wasn’t above begging.

      He gripped my hip and pulled nearly all the way out before slamming home. I cried out and arched off the bed. “Fuck, yes! Like that.”

      A choked sound fell from his lips. “I’m not sure I’ll last. This is too much. You feel really fucking good.”

      Thank god. He feels it too. Some secret part of me thrilled at the connection. “I don’t care,” I bit out. I arched back against him, desperate, and he stilled me with a hand on my low back.

      “I’m in control of this, not you,” he said roughly. The words wound me tighter. Why was that so hot?

      He set a punishing pace after that, driving into me, deep and rhythmic and just right on the edge of what I could handle. He controlled my body with punishing hands and rough thrusts, and I loved it. I was moaning, crying out, begging to come, but each time I got right to that precipice, he stilled. How does he even know when I’m close? Most men couldn’t be bothered with anything except their own pleasure, but this man, he was absurdly in tune with my body.

      “Please, Jason. Please. I’m so close.”

      “Is that an order?” His tone was dark.

      “Yes,” I cried. “Now.”

      He shuddered and complied, stroking into me and circling my clit with one finger. Again. Again. I cried out and came, the sweet sharp edge of my orgasm rushing through me until I was limp. Only then did I feel him drive into me one final time and then let out a shout, coming hard, his helpless thrusts bucking against me.
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      Incredible. She was incredible. Had I played with her the way I wanted? No. Was she fantastic? Yes. And she has so much potential. What I wouldn’t give for a second night… The thought seared me. I never permitted a second night, didn’t let myself want one. But now…fuck. She was under my skin. I reclined back against the pillows, breathing heavily. I glanced over at Cynthia, who was sprawled out like a goddess. Her red curls spilled over the sides of the pillow and tumbled over her shoulders.

      “Your hair is beautiful.” It slipped out before I realized what I was saying.

      She cracked an eye. “It’s a pain in the ass, but thank you. I’m quite vain about it. There’s a whole method for taking care of curly hair. You could try it. I bet you’d have some great curls if you didn’t gel the shit out of it all the time.”

      I ran my fingers through the thick blond strands. “You noticed that?”

      “You present a pretty starched exterior on Zoom. I assumed it was intentional.” She said it without judgment, but I still grimaced. That was my reputation around the office. I’d been naturally reticent when I started, still scared of making a mistake. It had stuck, especially with how guarded I was. People assumed I was a snob, or just an asshole. Convenient for me, since it kept them from asking questions about my past.

      “It is, and it isn’t. I guess there are sides of me I don’t show at work. Like this one,” I said carefully.

      She snorted a laugh, those red curls shaking slightly. Her brown eyes danced with amusement. “Yeah, no shit. I didn’t think you were showing up to work saying, “I like it rough” to your managing partner.”

      I grinned back at her. “No way.”

      We fell silent, and it should have been awkward, but it was comfortable. Not that I knew much about post-coital bliss. Women didn’t usually stay over. Most sex for me was relatively transactional. What if I pull her against me? It had been years since I’d cuddled with anyone. The dip of her waist called to me and my hand flexed. She’d be so smooth right there. But she didn’t seem like the type to appreciate casual affection.

      “So, what do you do for fun, Jason Elliott?” She turned towards me, pillowing her head on her hand.

      “Well, I read a lot.” Wow, I sound cool. “I watch a lot of documentaries. Boring, I know.” I flushed slightly. “I do the New York Times crossword every day, but I can only complete Monday through Friday with any regularity. I’m just not cultured enough for the weekend crossword. I go to Central Park a lot and just wander around. I like to try new recipes, and new restaurants. There’s a new Italian place on 53rd street with fantastic lasagna.” I stopped. I was rambling. “Ah, sorry. You didn’t need my whole life story.”

      “No, no. It’s interesting.” She quirked an eyebrow at me. “It’s rare to meet someone in our industry who has so many hobbies. If you asked me, I would say, travel, especially at the drop of a hat, seeing live music, walking around my neighborhood, and trying new cocktail bars.” She wrinkled her nose. “Although, with the way this last deal went, I haven’t had much time for any of that. The stress is starting to get to me this year, which is unusual. At a certain point you develop thick skin, but…maybe I’m just tired.” She sounded resigned.

      “I know the feeling,” I said, and propped my head on my hand. Her eyes dropped to my biceps and her nostrils flared slightly. I couldn’t help but flex. She thought I looked amazing and I wanted to show off for her, just a little.

      “So, will I be facing you on a deal anytime soon?” she asked, idly playing with a curl. It had felt so good wrapped around my hand.

      “Uh, I’m not sure.” Desire made my head foggy. “Would that be weird?”

      “Maybe.” Her cheeks were a little pink. I nodded my agreement. It would be awkward negotiating against her, pretending I didn’t know what she looked like naked.

      “Anyway, a one-night stand is a one-night stand. I can manage if I see you on a deal.” She sounded so casual and my heart tripped. She’s right. What was I hoping for? A second night? I didn’t give that to strangers, much less a damn colleague. This was dumb as it was. I couldn’t carry on with someone I saw across the conference table.

      She stretched languidly. Her breasts pushed up, and I swallowed hard. Damn, she was hot. I’d never realized how sexy she was under her suits. Yeah, it would be weird being her opposing counsel again. I probably wouldn’t see her for a while, though. We faced each other only about once a year. This was it. Why did that feel so shitty?

      “You’re right.” I scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “Say that again. I want to record it.” She winked, and I grinned. “I’ll save it for the next time you torture me in a negotiation.” Her lips pursed in annoyance.

      “That bad?”

      “Would it kill you to send me typos privately?” She groused.

      “What will you give me if I do?” I arched a brow.

      “You continue to be the most annoying man alive,” she said, but her eyes smiled at me. “Regardless, all this is really doing it for me, so I think I can forgive you.” She gestured vaguely at my body.

      “All this?” I teased, running a hand down my chest.

      Her eyes darkened. “Do that again.” She bit her lip and my cock jerked. I ran a hand down my chest again, lingering over my abs to watch her reaction. Her eyes were hungry. I ever so slowly moved to grip my cock. One long stroke, then another, shivers of pleasure dancing over my skin, my groin pulling tight with need. Her eyes had gone heavy-lidded, her breaths short. Her gaze was fixed on my erection and I smirked.

      “Jason.” Her eyes flew to my face. “I want more,” she breathed.

      “Me too.” My voice was gravelly with need. How was she turning me on this quickly?

      “’This is stupid,” she said. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips. My palm landed on her hip.

      “I know,” I muttered. “I don’t care.” I yanked her closer, pulled her under me. Her lush curves felt like sin against my skin. I lowered my mouth to hers, just barely brushing her lips.

      “Me neither,” she whispered against my mouth, and kissed me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day, I thought about texting her as I took the subway to the office. I turned my phone over in my hand as I waited for my stop. I’d already typed out a few messages that morning and then deleted them.

      The first, which I’d composed after seeing the rumpled mess we’d made of my bed, had read, “Let’s do that again.”

      I’d decided against sending it when I’d remembered that she was my opposing counsel, not just a stunningly beautiful woman.

      I’d typed out the second while I got undressed for my shower. Why not have a second night? I’d been hard as stone imaging her perfect curves, even after a brutal run, and I’d typed out a message. “When and where?” Simple, stark, like my need for her. And then I reminded myself that I never gave a woman more than one night. For the first time in five years, I’d forgotten. She had made me forget. Second nights were prohibited.

      Freak. Alana’s words were inked in my memory. I could tamp down my needs for one night. But after that it was too hard. I liked sex, liked it a lot, but to really connect with someone, I needed to feel like I could lose control with them. I spent my entire life, every damn day, keeping my past and my personality under wraps. It was a relief to have someone else in control.

      My ex-girlfriend’s rejection had destroyed me. Oh, all was well and good when she was the one tied to the St. Andrew’s Cross, but if I wanted that? If I craved that? Hell, no. After I’d asked her to let me sub, she’d muttered some excuses and gotten dressed. I had downed three whiskies in rapid succession and accused her of being a coward. “At least I’m not a freak,” she’d responded. I still felt echoes of that grinding pain in my chest, and behind it, the old hurt and rejections from my foster families. Never again.

      The memory had made my fist clench in rage, so hard I’d thought my phone would shatter. I’d slowly deleted the text to Cynthia.

      But the need for her still rode me hard. Today was going to be a trying day, just based on the emails I’d received this morning. Another reminder of why I so desperately wanted out. I hated that my destiny was in others’ hands. I had to stay focused on my goals, but some days, like today, I wanted just one person to be close to. I could picture Cynthia on the chair with me, draped over my lap, her lids heavy with desire, that wild hair spread around her. She would look like a sinful offering with those curves and those dark eyes. Fuck.

      I flipped my phone in my hand. Don’t you dare. She said one night, and you vowed never to give a woman a second one.

      I tipped my head back against the wall of the subway car and eyed a guy who was idly texting someone, a small smile on his face. Maybe his boyfriend, or his fiancé. Lucky bastard.

      Something about last night had been different. The way she’d responded, the way we’d fit together… she might be willing to play with me.

      But texting was dishonest. Even if she wanted a second night, I wasn’t boyfriend material. I was barely functional. I didn’t have girlfriends. I fucked girls that I met online, never more than once. Because women I met in real life didn’t want to play like I did. The look of disdain in their eyes when they learned what I needed was too humiliating.

      There would be no texting. No second night. None of it now, and none of it later. And I’d just have to hope I didn’t see her across the conference table for a long, long time. Because if I were trapped in a small space with her, I wouldn’t be able to resist.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Just hours later, I tapped my index finger against my pen while Mitchell regarded me steadily. His hands were steepled under his chin and he looked resigned. Rare for him. My boss, rising star, hard-ass corporate lawyer, youngest partner the firm had ever made. And right now he was looking at me like I’d crashed one of his sports cars.

      “We had a complaint from a client about one of the counsel here,” he said, voice hard.

      Surprise drew my shoulders back. Had someone said something about me? It’s my family. I know it is. Or they found out about Cynthia. No way. Not just half a day after she left my apartment.

      “Not you,” he said quickly. I rolled my lips to stop the sigh of relief. “Someone in this group slept with a client.” He shook his head. “But I’m taking all the senior associates and counsel aside to remind them that fraternization with clients is strictly prohibited. It’s against the rules of professional conduct. And we are taking a firmer stance on fraternization within the firm, too.”

      I nodded dutifully, relieved I wasn’t the one getting in trouble. All I needed to do was play along until Mitchell got his message across. Cool, calm, reserved, that was me.

      “This situation could lead to a lawsuit.” He grimaced. “So every single one of you needs to be on your best behavior. No getting drunk with clients and letting things get out of hand, no late nights holed up in a conference room with a junior associate.” His eyes were hard, and I shivered. Damn, Mitchell was scary when he wanted to be. “And no sleeping with opposing counsel.” His brows drew down. “Someone, and I won’t say who, got caught doing that last year and I was barely able to stop the PR nightmare. I know you wouldn’t do that. I can count on you, Jason.”

      My breath caught in my chest. Except that was exactly what I had done. Fuck. Never again. I gave him a nod, so he knew I understood.

      Mitchell was already moving on, unaware of the anxiety bubbling up in my chest. “The H Brands deal is back on.” He smiled, more a baring of teeth than a real smile. Probably picturing the massive amount of money this deal promised to bring in. “And the firm approved your origination credit.”

      Fuck yes. I couldn’t help my grin. 20% of what we billed the client from this deal would be mine. Finally, finally, I could strike out on my own, start my own small firm. Commercial leases were expensive, and I needed to have several years of expenses saved up. Enough time to see if I could make it as a solo practitioner. I had my eye on a property near Grand Central, and I needed another $200,000 before I could even think about renting it. Mitchell had just handed me the keys to my freedom.

      “But only if you win this deal.” He frowned.

      “What do you mean?” I gritted out.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Harris are…particular. They won’t settle for anything less than what, in my opinion, is a higher price than the company’s valuation supports. And they are oddly secretive about diligence materials. This deal may not go through.” He shook his head. “And if it does, but the price is too low, they’ve already told me they’re going to demand a big discount. If that happens, we can’t give you the origination credit. We’ll barely be making enough to cover our expenses. Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. And I didn’t buy the line about expenses. I clenched my jaw. This was bullshit. I was supposed to get a cut of the money, regardless. The client had found my profile on the website and called me. But because I wasn’t a partner, I couldn’t bring a client in on my own. Mitchell would get most of the money from the bills the client paid, and I would get a portion. And now, my freedom was tied to the client’s nebulous idea of “winning.” It just meant I needed to destroy the other side. There could be no doubt about my effort at the end of this.

      “Good job bringing them in,” Mitchell said, with a brief nod of approval. “Now let’s kill this deal. I’m sending you to on site due diligence.” He paused to check his email. “The town is called… here it is… Booth.” He chuckled. “You’re in for some fun. Population 10,000. Oh, and you need to be there tonight.”

      My stomach dipped. Not at the timing. I could be ready to go as soon as this afternoon. But 10,000 people? That was…small. As small as Copperton. You’ll be ok. Deep breaths. I itched to pace the office, but I just tightened my hand on my thigh, fingers digging in to remind me to stay calm.

      “Should only be a few weeks. Opposing counsel will be there too. Not sure who it will be exactly.” He frowned. “Argan has engaged Taylor, Jones and Roberts. They’re good. Competent counsel.”

      And Cynthia’s firm. My stomach bottomed out. It couldn’t be her. I brushed the worry away.

      Argan was the buyer and was clearly taking this seriously. A local company only used a big law firm from New York City if they meant business. Our clients were clearly insane, which made their insistence on our firm logical, since we were the best of the best. A small, local firm couldn’t compare. Argan must have seen who they hired and decided they needed a firm of equal caliber.

      “They could make this hard for us.” Mitchell leveled a look at me, oblivious to my inner turmoil. “Don’t fuck this up, Jason. We need this. Wipe the floor with that TJR lawyer. Show me you mean business, ok?”

      I almost rolled my eyes. Yeah, I’d win, but not for the reasons Mitchell wanted. I’d win and then I’d get the hell out of this place.

      “You got it. I’ll come out on top. I always do.” My voice was calm, cold.

      I strode back to my office, jaw set, heart thumping. Junior associates scurried out of my way.

      In the information age, we didn’t usually do on-site diligence. It was a relic of the 90s when the lawyers and auditors would show up, armed with briefcases, red pens, and lots of coffee, and comb through client materials for weeks on end. Opposing counsel would bear the brunt of the work, as the representative of the purchaser, but I had to be on site to answer questions, make sure they were getting the materials they needed, and review the purchaser’s documents to make sure they were solvent enough to buy the company.

      For some reason, Mitchell thought it was needed. It was going to make my life hell for several weeks, but the increased billable hours and money would be worth it. I pushed open my office door and rolled my shoulders to release the tension.

      No one knew my secrets, no one knew I’d slept with her. Everything was fine.

      Now I just needed to kill this deal. Stupid H Brands. Fucking Mitchell and his threats. I texted Jonah and Miles, my closest friends and former college roommates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Guess who’s going to the middle of fucking nowhere…due diligence sucks.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jonah’s response came immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        A small town? How are you going to handle that?

      

      

      

      

      

      He was always assessing risk, calculating the best course of action.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Not well.

      

      

      

      

      

      Irrational? Most definitely. But I hated small towns, and I’d never been accused of being rational before. My fears and anxieties about my past rode me hard, and I’d learned to live with it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        Why? No one does diligence on site anymore.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        The H brands deal is back on. And the client is paranoid and crazy. Sounds like Mitchell forced the issue. Or maybe opposing counsel did.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Fuck yeah! A few weeks of torture for a chance to get the fuck out of there? Sounds worth it to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      My friends knew all about my plans for the money from this client. They’d helped me with the pitch to finalize bringing H Brands in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        How long until you’re done?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        If this deal goes smoothly, I’ll be out by February.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’d get the money at the end of the year, when the firm closed its books, and then I’d give notice.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        But opposing counsel is Cynthia’s firm.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        The hot lawyer you texted us about last night?

      

      

      

      

      

      I’d texted them after she’d left since Miles had been asking me to go out to a bar with him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        There’s no way it’s her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        Imagine.

      

      

      

      

      

      Miles sent a laughing emoji with tears coming out of its eyes. The thought of my torment probably had them laughing in their glass tower.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Not funny. If it’s her, I’m screwed

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Yeah, you’d like to be.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Could be worth it… if the sex was good

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes. Of course. Miles had been known in college for sleeping with a million women. Now that he had a cold and horrible fiancée, he had to live vicariously through us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Thanks for nothing, guys.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        You want that money right?

      

      

      

      

      

      I did. I could start my own firm, have my name over the door. I would never have to worry about a boss discovering that I was an imposter, just a dirty kid dressed up in fancy clothes. That dream was so close I could taste it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        Either you stay focused, or you get distracted. So it doesn’t matter if it’s her. Because you’re going to do your job and get the fuck out.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tipped my head back against my chair. I had clawed my way to the top. Years of bartending, of scraping by, staying in shitty motels and then crappy apartments, student loan debt, hunger, fear. And I’d made it. I’d saved like a fiend for a decade and invested wisely, and I was rich. Not as rich as I wanted to be, though. Money equaled independence. Money meant freedom. I could finally stop pretending to be a starched good ol’ boy with no personality. Instead of going to work every day wondering if I’d get fired, I could set my own hours.

      When this deal started, whoever the TJR lawyer was, they were going down.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The email sat in my inbox like a bomb waiting to detonate. I’d interviewed for the position just a few weeks ago. If I got it, I’d be moving to Texas to be an immigration attorney. The work was pro bono (otherwise known as working for free for the public interest), and the pay was low, but it was everything I wanted. I’d be defending people instead of helping giant corporations.

      I’d done a little work at the firm on immigration matters when we partnered with organizations to do free work. And I desperately hoped that experience would be enough to get me in the door at this place.

      
        
        To: Kade, Cynthia

        From: Thomas, Letitia

        Re: Attorney Position

        

        Dear Ms.  Kade,

        We really appreciate your interest in working for us, but unfortunately, we can’t extend an offer to you at this time.

      

      

      That was as far as I got before my eyes blurred and I clicked out of the message.

      I opened a text to Margo instead of finishing the awful email.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        I just got a rejection from Human Rights Defense

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        WTF really? I’m shocked! They should be begging you to come work for them! Let’s get a drink later and you can tell me about it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sighed. I didn’t really want to talk about it. I just wanted to wallow, but Margo would let me do that too.

      My phone lit up with another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Devon

      

      
        Look at the view here!

      

      

      

      

      

      A picture of the ocean followed. My brother, Devon, was away for the weekend, leaving sunny LA for somewhere even more beautiful. Jealousy bit at me, but I shoved it down. He deserved fun. One of us did.

      The small kernel of resentment wouldn’t go away, though. It was there when I saw his travel photos on Instagram, the clips from his latest art-house film that would never break even, his messy apartment and carefree life.

      That’s how it had been forever. Devon, my lovely, amazing, laughing brother, did what he wanted, and I was the dutiful daughter. No one forced me to be that way. Devon never complained about his life, and he was always grateful to me when I helped him out, but something in me kept me giving and giving. Until sometimes I wanted to scream.

      And then Jason Elliott had come along. Last night had been a bright spot in a string of dull winter days. If I were interested in dating, he could have checked the right boxes. He was brilliant, really fucking hot, and great in bed. That was as good a start as any. Typically, I didn’t date. I met guys on apps occasionally, but with the hours I worked, you had to be pretty damn special to get a text back. Special enough for me to ignore all the pitfalls of dating.

      The upside was sex, and the downsides were too many to count. Distraction, men who wanted me to stay home and make them dinner, men who were scared of how much money I made, the mommy track at the firm, the knowing glances I’d get if I got engaged that said “now she’ll be useless.” I thought back to the last guy I’d texted back. On my second date with Nate, he’d searched how much we made at the firm and nearly choked on his beer. After listening to a few passive aggressive comments about women in the workplace, I’d faked a stomach illness and walked home.

      I tried to refocus on my deal and stop worrying about my empty life. The document in front of me was covered in red writing, after I’d torn into the draft from opposing counsel.

      The markup stared at me. I was tired from getting home late last night, sore between my legs, and angry that the ache constantly reminded me how I’d fallen for the Closer’s good looks. I gulped my coffee for fortitude. I needed to finish this document, and then I’d drop it off with the junior later to turn my comments. But I couldn’t bring myself to pick up the pen again.

      Normally I worked like a woman possessed, but today, I’d taken one too many punches. I couldn’t believe I was still here. Months, years, after I’d said I’d be out the door and following my dreams. Typical. Just like every other senior associate I had talked to over the years, people who had been young and full of hope once. Who had said, “I’ll save up and then I’ll be out the door.” Just like I had. And I was still here in this tiny office, taking shit from Gerald and ignoring Ann. Just like every other sucker to walk through these doors.

      Even if the firm was soul-sucking, I loved being a lawyer. There was no better rush than winning a deal for my clients. Every closing made me feel like I had accomplished something. I was a problem-solver, a winner, a protector. I just didn’t want to be a protector of giant corporations anymore.

      An email popped up with five scary words:

      
        
        To: Kade, Cynthia

        From: Reed, Gerald

        Subject: Please come to my office

      

      

      Gerald and I weren’t on any active matters now that our deal had closed. Either I was getting staffed (bad), or I was getting fired (worse). Not today. I couldn’t do this today. I took deep breaths to quell the anxiety. It could be nothing. I stood, smoothing my hair and straightening my suit jacket, before making my way to Gerald’s office.

      He waved me in to the perpetually chaotic space. His desk was covered in papers, but had no computer, which is why he was king of faxing hand-written comments to all of us minions. I sat demurely in the chair facing him, hoping my face didn’t look as red as it felt, hoping he couldn’t see the pounding of my heart under my suit.

      “Cynthia, hi. Nice to see you,” he snuffled, his mustache moving with every word. “We need to talk.”

      My heart sank. “Sure, what’s up?” I smiled tentatively and tried to project calm.

      “As you know, this firm operates on an up or out model. Most counsel either make partner or leave to find something else. It’s not because we don’t value you or your work, but because this allows our associates to continue growing and moving upward without stagnating.”

      This was it. This was the talk. I had known this day was coming. Every senior associate dreaded this day. Up or out meant I got promoted, or I got let go. It was the law firm way. Gerald spewed platitudes and my stomach turned. Focus. Focus on what he’s saying. Deep breaths. I could potentially salvage this. I just needed to seem competent instead of nervous.

      “We appreciate all the work you’ve put in over the years. You’ve been one of our strongest associates, and we think you could make partner one day.” He paused. “That is, if you want to.” He gave me a significant look. “I want you to know that we are strongly considering Brett as well. He has the support of most of the other partners in this group, but I’ve always been a supporter of yours.” I was oddly touched by that statement. He sipped his coffee and continued, looking me directly in the eye so I knew he meant business. “The Argan deal is back on. I’m staffing you on it and this is your shot. You’re heading to on-site diligence tonight. I’m sorry about the short timing.” He frowned, but he didn’t really look sorry. Due diligence meant dollar signs for him. And lots of work for me.

      “We have to win this. Do you understand?”

      His words hung in the air. He didn’t need to say that I was fired if we didn’t win this deal. It was implicitly understood. But winning was subjective as hell. I needed to grind opposing counsel under my shoe, crush the other side, come out clearly on top. Especially now that my dream job wasn’t an option. Today is not my day. I swallowed hard and cleared my throat. “Thanks, Gerald. I understand. I appreciate your faith in me. I won’t let you down.” I shook his hand and made small talk for a few minutes before escaping.

      Brett was lingering in the hall and his smug look said he knew the contents of the conversation I’d just had. I’m being paranoid. There’s no way he knows. I eyed him coldly.

      “Cynthia,” he said in that awful, nasally voice. “Heard you’re going to be offsite for a while.”

      “Yep,” I said tartly. What business was it of his?

      “Hopefully, your matters are all here for you when you come back.” His mouth twisted cruelly, and he shouldered past me.

      I shook slightly as I pushed open my office door. Brett was out for blood. He clearly wanted my clients, the better to ingratiate himself. Did it even matter at this point? My prime directive was now to crush opposing counsel on the Argan deal.

      I closed the blinds on my windows and slumped into my chair.

      You knew this day was coming. I’d just hoped it wouldn’t be this soon. The runway for associates who didn’t want to make partner was short, maybe eight years, ten years if you were lucky. And with Brett here, my luck had run out. He was the new golden boy and they could wait and see if he had what it took to make partner. I was the old horse they were going to take back into the field to shoot. If only I’d gotten that immigration job. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to cry.

      I really needed that drink, but I’d have to settle for chatting in the office before I raced home to pack.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Today is not your day,” Margo said, and sipped her coffee.

      “I know,” I muttered, and raised my mug. “I wish this were liquor.”

      “But seriously? The talk? And the job rejection? In one day? Fuck that.” She shook her head.

      “Honestly, if I’d gotten that position, I would have been skipping out the door. This just feels like a one-two punch of awful.” My voice shook.

      “Are there other jobs you can apply for? Sorry, I know you probably just want to wallow.”

      I sighed. “There are a few. I really want to do pro bono work, though, and those are harder to get if you come from a big firm. You know the lawyers who started doing public interest on day one out of law school look down on those of us who took fancy jobs.” It was stupid, but it meant I had an uphill battle to prove myself in any interview.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said derisively. “Most of the people I know who work for near free have a big, fat trust fund to fall back on. Screw them for judging you.”

      “Yeah. Screw them. I bet Brett has a big trust fund.” I gulped my coffee too quickly and started coughing. “I just really wanted to help people. My parents could have used a lawyer like me when they came to the United States. Hell, they could have used any lawyer.”

      “They really struggled initially, didn’t they?” Margo asked, her dark eyes serious and sad.

      I nodded. “When my mom was pregnant with me, she was working three jobs, each under the table. They finally got health insurance right before I was born. I remember my mom telling me she was so scared of being fired from those shitty jobs. She hid her pregnancy until the very end.” Irrational guilt made my insides twist. I couldn’t protect my family, but I could protect others.

      Margo was nodding. She understood. Her parents had struggled too.

      “So, now what?” she asked. “You’re going to some small town in flyover country?”

      I shuddered. “Yeah. Gerald’s deal. Remember that grocery store acquisition we pitched for a few months back? It’s moving forward. But the target has been cagey about providing materials to our client, so we’re going on site. Gerald thinks we need to pressure them in person. Lucky me.”

      Margo frowned. “That’s annoying. I can’t remember the last time I went on site. Who’s opposing counsel?”

      Opposing counsel would represent the seller. They were my number one opponent, and sometimes we faced complete idiots. But not this time. H Brands had real counsel.

      “Covingly,” I responded.

      “Wait, is it the Closer?” Margo’s eyes were wide as she used the nickname we’d come up with for Jason years ago. Partly because he was ruthless, but partly because we’d joked that he could close the deal with either of us any time.

      “I hope not. I mean, that would be pretty awkward. I’m still tired from all the, um, rather athletic sex we had.” My face heated.

      “I still can’t believe you slept with him.” She sighed wistfully. “What was it like?”

      I’d already told Margo about our night together, but Andrew had rudely interrupted before we could get to the dirty details.

      “Hot.” I leaned forward. “Really hot. He knows what he’s doing in bed and he loves consent.” I shivered. “But he likes it rough.” On your knees like a good girl.

      “Damn,” Margo whispered, her eyes wide. “Maybe he’ll be staffed against you on this deal.” She looked excited and I grimaced.

      “That would be very, very bad. I have to win this, and I think we both know he represents real competition. I don’t actually know if I can negotiate successfully against him. Much as I hate to admit it.” I grimaced. I was a fierce negotiator but Jason was sneaky, and dogged. During the deal over Christmas, he’d been annoyingly persistent about not giving up points of contention. And he’d definitely come out the winner in the end. I frowned at the memory.

      “No way,” Margo protested.

      “You know he’s really fucking smart. And diligent. It better not be him. Plus if I have to be trapped in a conference room with him every day…”

      “Things could get heated.” Margo giggled.

      “Stop.” I groaned.

      “You would so sleep with him again,” she crowed. “That look says it all. Tell me you haven’t been thinking about him naked all day.”

      I ignored her question and sipped my coffee. Yeah, I’d been thinking about him. The ridges and valleys of his back muscles, the way his weight had pressed me into the mattress, the sharp jut of his hip bones against my thighs. I shivered.

      “Not happening,” I said weakly. Desire made my insides fuzzy and warm.

      “Well, he’s your competition so I guess that would be a conflict of interest. Not to mention counterproductive. Since you’re supposed to be absolutely destroying him,” Margo said, and rolled her eyes. Yeah. That was why. Fucking opposing counsel was a really bad idea. “In any case, I’m sure it’s not him. That firm has a ton of good senior associates and counsel around our level. And Jason mostly does financial services, not retail acquisitions.”

      “Yeah, it’s definitely not him. That would be the worst possible outcome.”
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      I was lost. My phone was dead, I was on a deserted road in the middle of nowhere, and I was lost. I passed a boarded up gas station that I swore I had seen not ten minutes ago and pulled over to check my phone. I tapped the screen. Nothing. I pressed the “on” button. Still black. Was my phone dead? I scrambled for a charger in my purse, and then in my suitcase, tossing my belongings onto the backseat. Ah-ha! Got it. Now to find a plug... I poked around in the front of the car. Nothing under the dash, nothing in the console, nothing in the back. Was there seriously no USB port in here? Gah. The stupid, tiny rental car had no charger, and I had foolishly used my phone battery up while answering Gerald’s emails on the plane.

      I’d made it just fine to the town of Booth, but the rental house Paola had booked was on the outskirts, and I had no idea where. Out the car window were cold, empty fields, a few cows, and endless, flat pavement under a heavy sky. It was pretty grim. At least the sky matched my shitty mood. I’d sent out a few job applications on the plane, but I didn’t expect to hear back. I’d spent the last eight months applying to public interest roles and hadn’t gotten many responses.

      Every day I woke with the sensation of the floor slipping slowly out from underneath my feet. I kept waking in the middle of the night to check my email, and the anxiety was slowly grinding me down. This trip had to go well. I had to win this deal. But first I had to get to the damn rental house so I could start fresh tomorrow.

      The country was so not my scene. I was a born and bred New Yorker. I walked fast, talked faster, and rarely dressed down. The wet pavement in the airport parking lot had already made a mess of my best black stilettos. A poor choice for driving and an even poorer choice for this weather. The cop following me from the airport must have noticed my halting drive, because he had only peeled off when I had pulled out of town and onto these country roads. I rarely drove, only maintaining my license at my father’s insistence. He claimed that knowing how to drive had saved his family’s lives when they had fled Armenia.

      I put the car in drive and turned around. Right is towards the town. I think? Fuck it. I had to pick a direction. Corn fields and the occasional tree rolled by. Signs for the town of Booth started to appear, framed by the ominous clouds hanging low in the evening sky. I reached the town limits when the first few fat drops hit my windshield. Not ten minutes later, the diner I’d spotted on the way out came into view and I sighed. Something was going right, at least. Hopefully, they could charge my phone or give me directions. They had to have plugs. I steeled myself for the slap of raindrops against my face and scurried inside as fast as my stilettos would take me.

      This isn’t bad. It was actually pretty quaint. Lots of photos with what I assumed were local celebrities due to the number of cowboy hats and farm animals. Cozy looking booths and a really hot bartender behind the counter. Hello there. He tipped his ball cap at me. “Ma’am. Seat yourself anywhere you’d like.”

      “Can I plug my phone in, please?” I waved the dead device in the air. “And yes, I know I am that person.”

      He grinned and gestured for the phone. “I’ve got you.”

      I plopped myself at the bar and ordered a cup of coffee. I could pass an hour like this, ogling this guy and scanning the local paper someone had left on a chair. I just needed a little juice on my phone before I got back in the car.

      When my phone finally got to 30% battery, I dragged myself through the rain, back into the car and followed the directions to back where I’d stopped before. I passed the boarded up gas station, now mostly shadows under a dim, wet sky. I shivered. It was so empty here. And I’d spent the last hour watching residents heading home to their cozy houses, probably to have nice dinners and sit by the fire on a cold winter night. My stomach rumbled. This sucked. Please let this house be close. I just wanted to change out of these clothes and have some dinner.

      I turned on to a bumpy dirt road next to a cornfield. My teeth rattled with every pebble and divot. A stately old Victorian with a lovely porch came into view. Not bad. My heart lifted a little. It was surrounded by cornfields, but it looked cozy and warm. A light was on inside. The rental company must have left it on.

      I pulled up the drive. It was silent, except for night breezes shushed gently through the adjacent field. I shuddered. At least the lights are on, otherwise this would be totally creepy. I parked the car and dropped my bag on the porch, before fumbling for the extra key that the listing had said would be under the mat. It wasn’t there. Crap. Maybe under the flower pot next to it? I picked it up and then stubbed my toe on the doorframe and hissed a curse. Ok, not under the flower pot. Maybe the door was open? I reached out to push the door open, right as Jason Elliott, in all his shirtless glory, pulled it open.
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      My hand landed on firm, glorious abs, my thumb just brushing the vee of muscles above his waistband. Muscles he’d used to drive me into with ruthless focus just 24 hours before. Oh no. No. Maybe I was dreaming. Or having a nightmare. I looked up and met eyes of bright, burning blue, like the sun on a cloudless day, when it was so hot that you felt seared clean. It really was him. Fuck. His lips quirked, and he raised an eyebrow. I snatched my hand back like I had been burned.

      “What are you doing here?” This can’t be happening.

      He leaned against the door frame, blocking my way in to the house. The yellow light from the interior made him glow. “I could ask you the same question.”

      “Are you on this deal?” Please say no, please say no. If I had to sit across from him for weeks…it would be torture.

      “No, I’m just here for fun,” he replied, smirking. He gave me a once-over and my face flamed. I had a brief flash of him moving over me, his face slack with pleasure. My stomach tightened. I will not survive this deal if I can’t even stand next to him.

      “So you’re representing H Brands?” I asked, inanely.

      “Yup. And you’re representing Argan.” He crossed his arms. “You look a little worse for the wear. Tired? Didn’t sleep well last night?” His eyes danced.

      Lovely. So we were going to play it like this. The deal started now, and he was already one up on me.

      “It’s been a long day,” I said, and paused. I was exhausted from getting home after midnight and dealing with a full day of traveling, and still sore from the five orgasms he’d given me. Again, give me another, he’d murmured in my ear as he fucked me into the mattress. I wanted to throw up, or maybe run away. Instead, I steeled my spine. “This is my rental house.”

      He tapped his chin as if he were thinking, when I knew he was in fact laughing at me. “Actually, I think it’s my rental house.”

      “I have the booking confirmation right here.” I pulled out my phone. I was not in the mood for him and his hot body and his shitty attitude. Embarrassment and exhaustion were a potent cocktail. And I had forgotten what an asshole he could be when he was in work mode. Guess last night was a fluke.

      He shrugged, but his eyes danced with unholy glee. “Not sure. Must be a mistake. Find a hotel.” He turned and grabbed the door handle. Is he about to shut the door in my face? I clenched my fist.

      “There are none.” I was not going anywhere. If I let him walk all over me now, I’d be giving up serious ground in our negotiation.

      He knew it too. His eyes laughed at me. He had the upper hand, figuratively, and literally, from his perch just within the door. I need in to that house. He raised a brow and crossed his arms. His biceps popped obscenely, and I looked away.

      “I’m sure you have an extra room.” The words were dragged from my throat. Asking him for a favor was about as pleasant as chewing glass.

      “I don’t have to let you stay with me. In fact, I think that would be a very bad idea,” he said smugly.

      “And why is that?”

      “Do you think you can keep your hands off me?”

      I flicked my eyes back to him. Muscled torso, arms crossed, low slung pants showing off tight stomach muscles, bare feet, look of disdain on his perfect face.

      With that attitude? “I very much think I can,” I said, archly.

      His jaw flexed, just the slightest amount. Ha. Got you.

      “Possession is 9/10ths of the law. Or so they say,” he replied.

      “So they do, in fact, say,” I ground out. This place had to have at least three bedrooms. Jerk. I wasn’t going to beg him. I had too much pride for that. The laughing man from last night was gone. In fact, Jason seemed to take pleasure in baiting me. The Closer played to win. I stared at him, holding his gaze, waiting for his cold blue eyes to warm. Waiting for him to move to the side and let me in. He smirked at me from where he lounged against the door frame. Stupidly beautiful and horribly frustrating.

      “See you tomorrow.” I turned on my heel. “Asshole,” I muttered under my breath.

      I grabbed my bag and trudged down the steps. It banged against my leg as I descended. I could feel Jason watching me from the house and I held my spine straight, even though all I wanted to do was slump with defeat.

      It was 9 pm now. The only hotels were near the airport, which was a two-hour drive. I didn’t even know if they would be open in two hours. And driving four hours every day for meetings? Ugh. I wouldn’t get anything done. I frowned as I lugged my bag back over the grass and rocks. Better to just sleep in my car and regroup tomorrow. Maybe I could sneak into the house in the morning and grab a shower.

      And Monday, I’d have to face Jason across the conference table. Ugh. He was so smug, so knowing. Last night, I’d briefly reconsidered my opinion of him. He’d been fun, full of life, fantastic in bed. He’d shared little pieces of himself. At one point I’d thought that I’d been wrong about him, had been ashamed that I’d judged him and called him an asshole, when he hated the law firm protocols as much as I did. A kindred spirit. I snorted as I shoved my bag back into the car. For one night. Jerk.

      I had to win this deal, and now doubt swirled. No one put me on my back foot like he did, and now we had slept together. Stupid. This is why they told you not to fool around at work.

      I settled myself in the driver’s seat and finally let my spine relax, let myself curl in protectively. My throat tightened. I didn’t cry about work, and I didn’t cry about men. I met plenty of assholes like Jason in my day-to-day. Men who thought they could dismiss me, who thought I was a pushover. But showing up Monday, exhausted from getting up early, with four hours less per day to work than Jason had. Fuck. I needed this deal, and I needed this job. I had nowhere to go without it. A silent tear leaked out, and I squeezed my eyes shut like I could physically prevent myself from crying. Another tear made wet tracks down my cheek and I took a deep, shuddering breath. I need a distraction. I pulled out my phone and called Margo.

      “Hi, what’s up?” she asked cheerfully. What sounded like a hockey game was on in the background. Andrew must be home. They’d moved in recently and were disgustingly happy together.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” I responded miserably.

      “Uh oh.”

      “I got lost, my phone died, and I just got to my rental house. And it’s occupied.”

      “By whom?” She was appropriately shocked.

      “Jason. Elliott.”

      “No way,” she breathed. “No fucking way. He’s opposing counsel on this deal?”

      “I know. You and I must have jinxed it. He’s back to being awful. One night of sex did not soften that man. I practically begged him to let me stay in the rental house for one night, and he tried to close the door in my face.” Just saying the words made my fists clench.

      “Asshole,” she said vehemently. “Do you want me to see if I can find a place? Let me grab my computer.” She rustled around in the background.

      “No,” I sighed. “No, it’s ok. I looked. There’s nothing between here and the airport.” I tipped my head back against the seat. “I’ll sleep in my car tonight and then figure it out tomorrow. I’m so tired.” Tired from traveling and then sparring with Jason. Exhausted from all the disappointments.

      “If you’re sure…” She trailed off uncertainly. “He really is the worst. After last night, he’s still being a dick? No wonder his reputation precedes him.”

      My stomach bottomed out. Wasn’t that the worst part? I hated being weak. And in front of a man, no less. “He’s right back to his asshole ways.” I sighed. “Look on the bright side. Now I have absolutely no reservations about crushing him,” I responded, trying to talk myself up. “And I really have to crush him.” Or I’m going to get fired.

      “Ugh. I guess. I can’t believe you got the talk. You’re too good for that. Gerald doesn’t know what he’s doing,” she grumbled. She’d threatened to go straight to the partner committee, but I had stopped her. I didn’t want her using her political capital like that. Not that it would do much of anything. The decision had been made.

      “You know my heart hasn’t been in it for a long time. But I need to keep my job. I have no other options at this point. So Jason Elliott is going down.”

      “That’s my girl,” she said. “Call me to talk strategy all you want. Oh and I’ll send you the precedent documents from this deal Andrew did. He absolutely eviscerated the seller. You can use some of the language.” Her tone brightened, presumably at the thought of eviscerating someone, and I smiled.

      “Thank you. You’re the best. Now go enjoy your night. I’m going to try and get comfortable in my car.”

      “Good luck tomorrow,” she responded, before we hung up.

      I slumped back against the seat, my false bravado gone. Tomorrow, I would regroup. Tomorrow, I would be full of fire and sharp words. But right now, after today’s setbacks, all my fire was extinguished. Seeing him, just standing there, like he remembered exactly what I looked like naked and was planning to use it against me, that had been awful. I hated the way he made me feel. Like I was a junior associate coming to bother him with something silly, or an incompetent opponent he couldn’t stand to give complete answers to. Instead of what I really was: smart, well-dressed when I wasn’t sleeping in my car, and a shark.

      Well, most of the time. Right now, I felt fragile and wrung out. At least I could put some cozy clothes on and have the snacks I had saved from the plane ride.

      I got out of the car, took a deep breath of the fresh night air and determined to forget the coldness of Jason’s eyes and the anxiety simmering beneath my skin.
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      A car door slammed, and I started. There were no neighbors on this road. It’s nothing. Relax. Damn, I hate the country. The memories bit at me here. Of dusty roads, too small clothing, hunger, hard eyes hidden by kindly looking exteriors. My skin prickled, and I ached to get back to the anonymity of the city.

      The memories propelled me to the door where I looked out into the pitch black night. Just a smattering of stars hung in the sky, peeking through the clouds from the earlier storm.

      Peaceful, cold, and completely at odds with how I felt. Of course, she was on this deal. Working side-by-side with my one-night stand. I’d woken up with her scent in my sheets and my body sore, but hard for her all over again.

      I almost laughed, but it died when Mitchell’s words rang in my head. I know you wouldn’t do that. I can count on you, Jason. She was the woman I needed to destroy in order to secure my future, and the very last person I should be alone with. Especially given how my body had thrummed with want when her hand had landed on me. Her sharp inhale, the way her palm lingered, a brand on my stomach.

      The door slammed again, too close to be a neighbor. I had to investigate. The anxiety would keep me up all night. I pulled my boots and coat on and headed out into the velvet night.

      I was just rounding the bend in the dusty road when I saw her car. The light of her cell phone lit up her face in the otherwise pitch black night. Shit. She looked so lost, so forlorn. This couldn’t stand. I might be ruthless, but I wasn’t cruel. I strode to the vehicle and knocked on the window. She opened the door, already bundled in her coat and scarf. I saw she had put the driver’s seat down in preparation to sleep there. For a brief moment, my chest felt like a weight had been dropped on it.

      “What do you want?” She glared at me. “Come to gloat about how I’m sleeping in my car? Congratulations, Jason, you won this round. Now leave me alone.” She turned back to her phone. My frustration rose. Fine. Have it your way. I was about to turn away when I saw the glimmer of tears in her eyes.

      “You can stay with me.” The words were dragged out of me. I didn’t want her in my house, filling up my space with her fresh scent and her lush body, distracting me from the deal I needed to win. But I wasn’t going to let her sleep out here, either.

      “Are you sure?” She bit her lip. “Don’t mess with me. I can’t handle that right now.”

      “I’m sure.” I’m not sure at all. This is a terrible idea. “I’ll grab your bag from the trunk. Is that all you’ve got?” She emerged from the car and looked surprised that I was helping. Suddenly, I felt like an ass. An ass who only cared about winning and forgot about being a person.

      We headed side by side up the dirt road, her suitcase bumping along and raising clouds of dust that caused her to sneeze.

      “I hate the country,” she muttered.

      “Me too.”

      “All those bugs.” Her tone was offended, and I smothered a grin.

      “All that empty space,” I added.

      “Hate it.” She grinned at me and I saw the flash of her white teeth in the weak moonlight. My stomach tightened. It had been so long since I had made a woman smile.

      “So, roommate, what’s your favorite food? I know nothing about you and we’re about to be real close,” she said.

      “Roommate? I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “This is a one night deal.”

      She walked up the porch steps and through the front door before turning to me. “I’m here and I’m not leaving. I booked the house too and I’m not giving it up. You will have to physically drag me out of it.”

      I snorted derisively. “I’d like to see that.”

      She crossed her arms. I went toe to toe with her and shoved my hands into my pockets, willing myself not to touch her. She raised an eyebrow. I swept my gaze over her and she reddened but raised her chin. Neat, perfect curves, hips I could grab onto, had grabbed onto for leverage when I was fucking her. I met her eyes. Flashing brown and not amused at my perusal.

      “Deal with it, Jason. I make a pretty good roommate.” Her face was set.

      Was I really about to do this? There were so many reasons not to let her stay — the complications with our work, the conflicts of interest it posed, the axe looming over my head if my managing partners ever sniffed out even a hint of impropriety. But worst of all was the prospect that I would very likely be lusting after her every single day.

      I sighed. “Fine. Make yourself at home.”

      The front room was spacious, with a large, modern kitchen, which flowed into a dining area, and then became the living room. It was open, airy, and comfortable. Well, except for the chicken figurines and pillows and artwork.

      Her eyes widened as she took in the space. “This is…unique,” she said.

      I had to smile. “Yeah, I was taken aback too. Everything they could make chicken-themed, they did.”

      She glanced around the space again, before settling herself at the dining room table. She set her phone carefully in the middle. When she looked at me, her eyes were hard and her mouth was set. It seemed that the pleasant small talk was over. “Gerald told me your team denied our last request for materials. You’re supposed to be cooperating.”

      “I am cooperating.” I didn’t want to turn those materials over because there was something off in them. I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “You’re going to make this more difficult than it needs to be, aren’t you?”

      I sat down at the table. Might as well start now. We’d be across from each other every day. In windowless conference rooms, with nothing but time. Fuck. I leaned in and held her gaze. “Just as difficult as it needs to be.”

      “Jason. This is a negotiation.” She spoke the words slowly, like I was a small child. “These companies are merging. There are no winners and losers here.”

      I barked a laugh. “There are winners and losers in every deal. And when it closes, you know exactly which side you’re on.”

      “Your reputation is well-deserved,” she said bitterly.

      At her words, my blood ran cold. Reputation? I immediately feared the worst. Pretty boy’s gonna get his ass beat. The shadows of my past reared up and my heart started to pound. Someone knew. Someone knew about the drugs and my family and the shame of real, true poverty. I kept my face carefully blank.

      “Reputation?” My voice came out rough.

      “Forget about it.”

      My breath sawed in and out and I tried to deepen it, to calm my racing heart, tamp down the panic that was rising in me. Why is it so critical that no one know about your past? I pictured my old therapist asking me. Because this isn’t me. I wasn’t those people. I had no tie to them and their cruelty and their circumstances. I wanted nothing to do with that life. I hated them. We didn’t share holidays, we didn’t call, hell, we didn’t even share a last name. I’d seen to that on the day I turned 18. Jason Elliott hadn’t existed until that day. Fuck. Cynthia meant something else. She must. But I needed to keep my guard up. No sleeping with her. No hint of impropriety. This job was my ticket to a new life. I wanted to be cleansed in the fires of hard work and money, piles of money. I wanted to belong to this world where wealth whispered. I’d made it here, and I was holding on with both hands.

      She flicked me a dirty look. “You drive me insane.”

      “I know.” I winked, even though I felt like screaming, and watched her jaw tic.

      At least I had firmly established this boundary. Despite our night together, Cynthia was getting the work version of me. I played to win. Soft brown eyes and flaming red hair were not going to sway me from that course.

      “What happened to the man I met last night? He was reasonable,” she finally said. Her lips were pursed in annoyance.

      “Last night was a mistake,” I replied. It was the truth. Because, now, with her in front of me…it all came roaring back. I had a brief flash of her arching up to me, her soft cries of pleasure, the way she’d felt when I pressed into her. “And if we’re going to room together, we need house rules.”

      She leaned back in her chair like she owned the place. “Go ahead, counselor.” Her eyes were hard, challenging. “Hit me with the rules of engagement.”
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      Jason dropped a notebook and pad of paper on the table, and sat down across from me, all cool confidence and hard edges. Not like that softer man from last night. He’d been…not nice exactly, but magnetic. I sat back, mirroring his confident pose. He tapped the pen against the table and considered me with a cocked blonde brow. Jason was a real piece of work. His laughing eyes, his quick wit, it had all pointed to a man with depths. Guess not. He was just like he appeared on conference calls — a perfectionist hard-ass.

      His blonde hair waved slightly and his shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. The devil off duty. Lucky me. He uncapped the pen in preparation for whatever bullshit list he was about to give me.

      “First, our managing partners and colleagues can never know,” he said. I rolled my eyes at his serious expression.

      “Like they would care,” I shot back.

      “It’s in the ethical rules. We could be fired for rooming together.”

      I almost laughed, but he was utterly serious. Paranoid much? “Then move out,” I replied.

      “I can’t.” He leaned over the table, eyes intent on mine. “I booked this house and I’m staying.”

      I mirrored his pose. I was not taking shit from this guy. “I am too.”

      His nostrils flared slightly. “So we need to make it work,” he said, sounding utterly reasonable and entirely infuriating. “Unless you think you can’t handle being this close to me?” He smirked. “The walls are really thin. And I sleep naked.”

      I swallowed hard, and he watched me react, those blue eyes scanning my face. Get it together. He’s just messing with you. I had to start giving as good as I got or he was going to run roughshod over me.

      “I can handle it,” I scoffed. “You think a little nudity is going to throw me off? Think again.” I smiled coolly. His eyes sparked. Oh no.

      “Noted,” he said with a grin. “Regardless. No one can know we’re staying here together. I’m not risking it.”

      God, he was persistent. “You’re such a goody two shoes. Not to mention paranoid,” I replied. No one was ever going to find out we were staying together. His face tightened.

      “Write. It.” His eyes were hot on mine. I’d been subjected to this same treatment by him on our last deal. I had muted the conference call and screamed into a pillow. Jason Elliott was ruthless and single-minded.

      “Fine.” I scribbled it out and tossed the paper back down. “But rule number two is that I need privacy, and that includes for my documents and my phone calls. You could walk in on me at any time.”

      He tapped a finger on the table, considering me. “You’d have your own room,” he said. “Though we’d have to share a bathroom. I think there’s a desk in your room. And a working lock.” He smirked. “Is that good enough for you, princess?”

      “Lucky me.” This whole house was supposed to be mine. I imagined strangling him where he sat.

      “And the company isn’t bad.” He gave me a half smile. I narrowed my eyes. Is he flirting? No, thanks. We were rivals, and I didn’t trust his smiles. As soon as I let my guard down, he would pounce.

      “Just promise you won’t come into my room without permission,” I said.

      There was a zing in the air as I said the word permission. Hunger flashed through his eyes and then disappeared. I shivered. Wow. Being the sole focus of his attention was…hot. Now is so not the time, brain. Keep it in your pants. Like really, really deep in your pants. Oh god, deep. Help.

      But all he did was nod and scribble the rule down on paper.

      “I have shower priority,” he said.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I was here first.”

      “Going to need to do better than that, counselor. Repeating points is the sign of a weak negotiator.” I grinned at him, and his lips quirked.

      “Ok, I’ll shower at seven am and you can have it from 8 am onwards. Deal?”

      I nodded. That gave me 45 minutes, and hopefully I would never see him naked.

      He looked up from the paper. “Anything else you want to add? Should I check in with you before I use the bathroom?”

      “Very funny.” I struggled to think of something else to add. I wanted this man firmly in a box. But I was so tired and so sick of sparring with him. I just wanted to crawl into bed and forget about everything for a few hours.

      “No sex.” The words came out of nowhere and I jerked my head up.

      “Sorry, what did you say?” I asked.

      “I said we can’t have sex.” He repeated the words slowly.

      My face flamed. “Uh, don’t worry. I wasn’t planning on it. We are very much on the same page.”

      His tongue ran across his lower lip and my gut tightened. My brain knew I could never be naked with him again, but my body clamored for a second round.

      “Good. Because I was worried.”

      “About what?” I let out a small laugh. “Did you think I’d jump you? I have some self-restraint.” I didn’t. Not really. Or I wouldn’t have slept with him in the first place.

      “Then it should be no problem.” He shot back. His jaw was tight. He looked almost offended. Well, you started it.

      “No, no problem at all.” I held his gaze for a second, trying to see the man I’d seen flashes of last night and tonight. The man who had smiled at me, who had let me come inside. Nothing. This was the real Jason Elliott. The guy who made a game of demanding documents at 11 pm. Cold through and through.

      I shook my head and wrote it down.

      “Rule Number 4: No sex.”

      When I looked up, I met his eyes. For just one second, they seemed to burn right into me. He swallowed hard and shifted in his seat. In that brief moment, I thought he might be imagining me naked.

      “Anything else?” I asked, striving for calm, even as my pulse fluttered.

      “I’m sure I’ll think of something,” he said.

      “I’m sure you will,” I responded, and rolled my eyes. “If that’s all for now, can you show me to my room?”

      Without a word, he pushed back from the table and grabbed my bags, the muscles in his back flexing and rolling under his thin t-shirt. I looked away, remembering how good they had felt under my fingers.

      This is going to be fun. I stuck my tongue out at his retreating back. Hot and cold. One second he looked at me like I was water in the desert, the next he was back to being an impassive observer.

      We mounted the stairs from the kitchen into a short hallway, carpeted in soft green. There were framed photos of chickens on the walls, and chicken signs on each door. Lovely.

      “My room.” He pointed at the first door on the right. I caught a glimpse of a massive bed, neatly made.

      “Your room,” he said, pushing open the next door on the right. Another king size bed with a thick frame. Soft blue rug, a plush armchair.

      He surveyed the space. “Huh. Less chicken paraphernalia in here. I should have picked this one.”

      “Not going to make me swap with you, King Jason?”

      He rounded on me, eyes lit with unholy light. “Maybe I will.”

      “You’re such a jerk.” The words popped out before I could think better of it. His nostrils flared.

      “Besides,” I said, and sprawled out on the bed. “Now it’s mine.”

      He scanned my body, and my skin prickled. He’d looked at me just like that last night. Face set, eyes hot.

      “Bathroom is across the hall,” he finally said. “I’ll do my best to make sure we don’t run into each other.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Naked, he didn’t need to add.

      “Well, that would be impossible, with our set shower times,” I muttered.

      He ignored my sarcasm and gave me a decisive nod. “Good night.” He turned and strode from the room. “Good night,” I sang, just because I knew it would annoy him. When he was gone, I flopped back on the bed. My breaths were short and my palms sweaty. Arguing with Jason was like running ten miles, or having really good sex with someone who made you a little nervous. Don’t even go there.

      His door slammed shut, and I smirked. Someone wasn’t as unaffected as they pretended to be. My pleasure evaporated at the soft rasp of pants being pulled over skin. Oh no. He’d said the walls were thin, but how thin? The creak of a bed frame was like a gunshot in my silent room. His soft groan as he settled made my face flame.

      Ok, so really fucking thin. Great. Just great. I held myself rigid in the bed, listening to every creak of his mattress. Here’s hoping he doesn’t snore. This was insane. Trapped here, in this absurd house, with my rival. The rival I’d slept with last night. And, if I were being perfectly honest, the man who’d given me the best orgasms of my life. We’d spend every day together at work, and every night together sharing a wall. And if I didn’t win this deal, I’d be fired. A desperate laugh tore from my throat and I muffled it quickly with a pillow. I couldn’t hear Jason over the cloud of down and cotton. That’s how I’ll be sleeping then. Pillow over my head, pajamas in place.

      With any luck, I wouldn’t have to see him at all tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The very first person I ran into the next day was Jason. Literally ran into. I’d slept restlessly in the too-quiet house and my eyes were half closed and gritty when I stumbled into the hallway that morning.

      I groped for the bathroom door handle right as he swung it open. Grasping fingers met hard muscle and hot skin. His soft groan made me leap back and plaster myself to the opposite wall. The edge of a frame dug into my skull, but I stayed still.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he said, his voice a little rough.

      Against my better judgment, I met his eyes. His mouth was soft and tilted upwards. Laughing at me. Of course. I caught a glimpse of his rounded shoulders and the swoop of his collarbones before I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Tell me I’m having a nightmare,” I muttered.

      “More like a dream,” he replied smugly.

      “Go away, Jason. It’s too early.” I ignored his barb. “Don’t you shower at seven am anyways? It’s nine.” I sounded as grumpy as I felt. Running into my semi-nude opposing counsel was not a good start to my day.

      “On weekdays. On weekends, I’m more…relaxed,” he replied.

      “Relaxed. That’s you,” I said. His towel brushed against my thighs as he passed me, and I tried to meld my body to the wall.

      “I don’t bite, you know,” he said, velvet-soft, and way too close. His breath shushed over my cheek and an unwelcome shiver went through me.

      “I wouldn’t let you bite me,” I snapped back. Where the hell had that come from?

      “Oh, I think you would,” he replied. And then he was gone. I lay against the wall while he rustled around in his room, my heart thudding.

      He was just messing with me. And it was working. I was weak where he was concerned. My stomach tightened and my body came to attention when he was near. Stupid body.

      I finally shut myself into the spacious bathroom and locked the door, then checked the lock. There were two sinks, a modern vanity, a soft rag rug and a massive shower with a rainfall shower head and a bench. Nice. I stripped off my sweaty pajamas and stood under the hot spray. Jason’s products were lined up like soldiers along one wall. I shoved them aside to make space for my own and happily soaped and lathered under the spray, already feeling better.

      Maybe I could survive this.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      I had to be the world’s stupidest man. Letting her into this house had been my first error. But my second? It was foolishly baiting her, which made me want her. Which was why I was currently hiding outside, so I had no chance of running into her after her shower.

      I was huddled on the porch in all the warm clothes I’d packed, and a lap blanket from the couch, staring out at the endless landscape. I’d forgotten how grim the desolate fields could be under a flat, grey sky. I grimaced and sipped my coffee. This place reminded me too much of Tennessee. I’d been with three foster families during my time there, after my mom had been deemed unfit to care for me, too in love with the rush she got from heroin and later, dirtier street drugs, to take care of a baby. The first two families had been tolerable in comparison to the last. I shuddered slightly.

      Don’t think about it. I was theoretically beyond that now, on my way to being richer than sin and independent. Which is why it was incredibly stupid to keep flirting with Cynthia. But damn, those lips, those curves. She was like a lighting rod, pulling me in to her every time we were in the same space. Besides, I could see I was getting to her. She was not a woman who blushed and she could barely keep her composure in my presence.

      That had to count for something. Keep her on her back foot and I could win this deal. She was a fierce negotiator. While I stonewalled, she coaxed. She’d twisted my words before, gotten points out of me that I hadn’t wanted to give. Why was that so hot? With her, going toe-to-toe had always felt electric.

      “Jason!” she shouted from the kitchen. “Did you hide the coffee?”

      Speak of the devil. I smirked into my cup.

      She burst onto the porch not a minute later. Her fiery hair was damp and her face softer, fresh from her shower. Or it would have been if it weren’t pinched in displeasure.

      “What coffee?” I asked, mildly, trying to keep from laughing.

      “That. Coffee. I could smell it in the kitchen.” She pointed at my mug. I sipped again just to watch her jaw clench. “So the bag they stocked for us mysteriously disappeared?”

      “Must have been elves.”

      “Elves.” Her jaw was so tight it looked painful. “It would literally kill you to share with me, wouldn’t it?”

      “I play to win, counselor.” And I did. This was my house, my deal, and she wasn’t going to throw me off with full lips and perfect curves.

      Her eyes lit. “Game on.”

      An hour later, I searched for my keys so I could stock up on groceries for the week. I’d left them on the counter, but they were nowhere to be found. Cynthia strolled into the kitchen as I tossed papers aside and searched through drawers. She was dressed in a soft sweater and leggings, with huge platform boots. Soft, sexy, distracting. My eyes tracked her helplessly as she made for the door.

      “See you later.”

      “Where are you going?” I narrowed my eyes at her retreating back, refusing to look at the swing of those round hips as she opened the door.

      “Around. Maybe to the store. I’m going to get some coffee. Since we have an elf infestation.”

      “Great. I’ll join you. Since the elves seem to have taken my keys as well.” It had been her. Sparks kindled low in my stomach. She wanted to play. And I fucking loved games.

      She frowned. Ha. Not the consequence you wanted, is it?

      I shrugged on a jacket and brushed by her on the way out the door. I tried for nonchalance, but she tensed as I passed and I side stepped awkwardly around her. Too close. The space between us felt thick.

      It was the same in her tiny economy-size rental car. Too close, too close.

      “Are you going to tell the firm you want a different rental house?” she asked as she drove.

      “Nope. You?” I knew for a fact that there weren’t any other rentals available, due to the huge ranching festival in town this week. But I’d let her think I was baiting her.

      “I just thought you might want some personal space,” she replied evenly. Nice try. She’d done this to me before. The sideways route. Cajoling instead of forcing. She excelled at it.

      “Oh, I don’t need personal space,” I responded with a smile. I very much do. Even being in this car was torment. Her warm scent wrapped around me. Her even breaths filled the space.

      “Those walls are really fucking thin,” she grumbled. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “Did I distract you last night?” She had distracted me. Every creak of her mattress had kept me wondering why she was awake. And when I’d woken hard and wanting, I’d refused to let off steam for fear that she would hear me.

      Her cheeks pinked. “A little. I mean, I live in an apartment so I’m used to ah, sounds. But it’s been a long time since I had a roommate.”

      “I’ve never had one. Not since college.”

      She made a sound of surprise. “Even as a lowly law student? It’s a rite of passage in New York.”

      “I don’t do well without control over my space,” I said tightly. “I grew up without much of any. It’s precious to me now.” The understatement of the year. A childhood full of chaotic, broken homes meant I craved order and comfort, like I needed air and water.

      “You must have lived pretty far out, then. Unless you were rich? You don’t seem like a trust fund kid.”

      I barked a laugh. “That couldn’t be further from the truth. I lived ninety minutes from school in a tiny studio apartment.”

      “Damn, all that just to avoid roommates?”

      “Yep. It was pretty brutal, actually. I studied a lot on the train, in between jobs, or after work.” I’d fallen into bed every night. I couldn’t remember a day I hadn’t been exhausted, wary.

      “Wow. So living with me must be torture for you,” she teased. “I would describe my living style as colorful.”

      I groaned, and she grinned. It would be torture, but not for the reasons she thought. Torture was knowing she was naked just inches away. Those tiny pajamas she’d worn this morning had concealed very little. “Are you one of those people who saves every single piece of packaging to reuse later?”

      She burst out laughing. “No, but my parents are. They could be generously described as borderline hoarders.”

      “Luckily for me, it sounds like you haven’t inherited their tendencies,” I said hopefully.

      She shook those fiery curls as she turned into the grocery store parking lot. “You’re in luck. But I do take after my parents in one way - I don’t know how to cook.” She eased out of the car and I looked away before I could ogle her ass in those leggings.

      “So, what were you planning to buy?”

      “I don’t know. Lunchables or something?” She looked totally serious.

      I grinned. “Yeah, that would be professional. Lunchables at the office.”

      “I was at least going to get some coffee and some fruit.”

      I looked over at her, so much smaller than I was, so soft in her street clothes, when she normally seemed larger than life. You could help her. I shook my head. Provide for her? That’s insane.

      We wended our way through the aisles and Cynthia tossed random things in the cart without looking at the prices. I trailed behind, selecting actually useful items, like fruits and vegetables, oatmeal, protein bars.

      “Protein bars, really?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I work out a lot,” I said. Compulsively, one might say. Alana had described me as obsessed, and not in a good way.

      “I ah, should have remembered,” she replied, and cleared her throat. Your body is insane. My groin tightened.

      “Uh, right,” I replied eloquently, and followed those swinging hips into the next aisle. “If it were up to you, it seems we’d be eating pretzels and string cheese.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” She rounded on me.

      “I don’t know, vegetables?”

      “Ugh, Jason. You’re boring. Protein bars and vegetables. Live a little.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Let me guess, you live off gin martinis and snacks.” I crossed my arms and her eyes flicked to them and back up.

      “Don’t forget the free dinner we get at the firm,” she said tartly.

      “So pizza, liquor, and snacks,” I summed up.

      Frustration was apparent on her face, and I smothered a laugh. Needling her made my day. And it was certainly more comfortable than being reminded of how much I still wanted her.

      “So, roomie. Are we making decisions together for the house? Is that what this is? I buy the milk, you buy the kale and protein bars?” She looked annoyed.

      “If you want to,” I said evenly.

      “You’re going to have to lighten up a little if this is going to work.” She raised a brow expectantly, like she thought I couldn’t lighten up. “And I don’t mean showering at nine am, instead of seven. I mean, I like to eat ice cream on the couch, drink too much wine, and change into my pajamas as soon as I get home. My cleaning style could best be described as laissez-faire. In fact, I have no domestic skills.”

      “Is that it?” I asked mildly. She tipped her chin up defiantly and I crowded her back against the shelves. I couldn’t help it. The fire under my skin could only be assuaged by her presence. Her eyes went wide, and I drank in her shock. “You think you’re going to chase me out of this house, don’t you?” I asked quietly. “You think you’ll be so wild that I’ll give up and run back to New York? You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” Her expression said that was exactly her plan. I placed a hand against the shelf next to her, the heat of her body licking against my skin. “You forgot just one thing.” The words were low, rough, for her ears alone. “I have the upper hand. Because I know you still want me. And I’m not afraid to use that against you.”

      “I don’t still want you.”

      Frustration rose. She was a nut I couldn’t crack. The one opposing counsel who’d ever given as good as I had. Heat burned low in my belly, a potent cocktail of competition and need. It made me stupid, drove me to do anything to win.

      “Oh, you don’t?” I cocked my head. “So if I were to walk around shirtless, that would be fine?”

      “Annoying, but it wouldn’t tempt me,” she said.

      “We’ll see about that.” Game on.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay on my back in the giant king bed and texted Margo.

      
        
          
            
              
        The Closer is my new roommate and it’s already horrible.

      

      

      

      

      

      I waited for her to respond and stared out the window at the dusk falling over the fields. The birds were out in force again. The symphony they created was a welcome distraction from the silence of the country, or worse, listening to Jason move around the house. I was hiding from him and hoping not to run into him until morning.

      I would stay in this room, tiptoe out to pee, and enjoy a nice glass of the Cabernet Sauvignon I had snagged from the kitchen when he was upstairs. The room was plenty large and comfortable. The walls were a dusty blue and there was a cozy armchair in the corner by the oak desk, along with this deliciously comfortable king-size bed.

      Margo called me not three minutes after the message.

      “He’s your roommate?!” she immediately screeched into the phone. I started laughing and held the phone away from my ear. “Tell me everything. Start at the beginning. Does he walk around naked?”

      “Settle down, horndog,” I whispered, so Jason couldn’t hear me through the impossibly thin walls. “All the sex with Andrew is driving you to insanity.”

      “It’s true,” she sighed.

      “Ugh. You guys are adorable and it’s frankly disgusting.”

      “So what’s the house like?”

      “There are two bedrooms, thankfully. But the walls are incredibly thin. I can hear everything. Honestly, if he wasn’t so damn frustrating, this would be much more palatable.”

      “And by palatable, you mean you would be having sex with him, right? Please. For the rest of us.” Her voice was eager, and I snorted a laugh.

      “That’s never happening again,” I replied and grimaced.

      “What? I mean, yeah, it’s a bad idea, but why not? Did he do something?”

      “He put it in the house rules. He actually said “no sex” and made me write it down.” My face heated at the memory.

      “What the hell?”

      “Yep. He’s just as uptight as I remember. I guess he was possessed last night,” I whispered. “And the worst part is, he’s using my attraction to him against me. He’s already messing with my head.”

      I flopped back onto the pillow.

      “Oh yeah, he’s known for that. He loves to play psychological games with opposing counsel. I’m fairly certain he sent me dead flowers one deal, just to psych me out. It was fucking weird. Almost worked though.”

      I shuddered. “I believe it. He keeps saying outrageous things and getting in my personal space. "Between that and the fact that the house feels like his…it already seems like I’m losing this deal.”

      “That’s hot. The lack of personal space, I mean. Not losing. That’s the worst.”

      “You are a freak,” I muttered. “Please stay focused. I need a strategy to deal with him.”

      “You should take a page out of his book. Give as good as you get.”

      “And what? Prance around naked? I don’t need any more reminders of our one night together.” Heat spread at the memory, but Margo was nodding.

      “Exactly. Stop hiding in your room and show him the house is half yours. Take your space back, mess with his head. It’s what he’s doing to you.” She shrugged. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Um, let’s see. Gerald finds out and then I really get fired? Jason would totally rat me out. Or Jason rejects me. It’s in his rules, after all.” That would be horrible.

      “Well, you need to do something. He’s ruthless and if he’s already got you this twisted up…” She trailed off and shook her head. “Fuck with his head and he won’t be able to see straight at the office. It might be your best strategy, actually.”

      I didn’t even know if Jason Elliott could be thrown off his game. He reminded me of a lion. Magnificent to admire, but impossible to get close to.

      “Maybe…” I trailed off and chewed my lip uncertainly.

      “I just want you to win,” Margo added. “Brett is swaggering around like he’s next in line to make partner and it’s starting to get to me. And he’s sniffing around one of your deals.”

      “You’re kidding. I will fucking kill him,” I said vehemently. My blood heated. No one came for my clients.

      “I know. I know. He hasn’t done anything yet, but just know he’s a weasel,” she soothed.

      I sighed heavily. “I thought he might be. I just don’t know if I want to make partner.”

      Margo was silent for a moment, and then she said quietly, “I know, and I hate to say this, but you need to figure it out. I don’t want you to be a victim of their stupid policies. You’re too good to be a victim of that. Crush the Closer, win that deal and then come back and kick Brett’s ass.”

      “Thanks, Margo. You’re the best.”

      “Go get ‘em! Love you.” She hung up, and I flopped back on the bed, my throat closing. I needed this deal, and I needed this job. Finding something else was going to be a slog. I was back to square one after the latest rejection and I didn’t know where to turn. I just needed a break. At the moment, this firm job was the only stable thing in my life, and I refused to lose it because of fucking Brett or Jason.

      My jaw clenched, and I sat up in a rush. Margo was right. I was not getting thrown off by a man. Not by the Closer. So what if he psyched out his opponents? I could do the same. I opened my suitcase and changed into something I knew would drive him insane.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Breathing in air that smelled fresh instead of reeking of exhaust was an unusual experience. My feet hit the ground in an easy rhythm as I rounded the corner back to the house. Normally, my runs included dodging pedestrians and garbage trucks, but here, my feet kicked up dust and each breath  puffed out into a cloud in the still air.

      My email pinged and I nearly threw my phone into the adjacent field. Mitchell would not get off my ass. The man worked every Sunday like clockwork, and normally, I did too. But I just needed one blessed hour of peace.

      Because I was a workaholic, I pulled my phone out and scanned the message, my brows pulling together as I read.

      
        
        To: Elliott, Jason

        From: Chen, Mitchell

        Subject: call me

      

      

      Of course, he would write me an email instead of just calling me. I slowed to a walk and dialed. Maybe he won’t pick up. And I could go back to semi-enjoying my Saturday.

      He picked up before the phone could ring a second time. Classic Mitchell.

      “Hey, Jason. How are you?” he asked, over the sound of conversation in the background.

      Why did partners ask that when calling on a Saturday? The answer would always be, “better if we weren’t speaking.” But I couldn’t say that, so I settled for the usual response: “Fine. Just getting some stuff off my plate.” It signaled I would rather not be talking, but that I was, of course, always working.

      “Great, great.” He sounded distracted. “Hold on a second.” He covered the receiver but I still heard, “Yeah, I want the turbo S in blue. No, not the cabriolet.”

      Was he buying a car? Another one? He already had five, ranging from Ferrari to Porsche. Partner earnings must have been good this year. I shook my head. Mitchell knew how to spend it. That would never be me. I hoarded my money like a dragon hoarded gold, and I doubted I would ever change.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, not sounding sorry. “I just had a call from Mr. Harris and Gene.” Gene was the CFO for our client and my primary contact. He was balding, usually dressed like a movie mobster, and quick to anger.

      “They’re really freaked out about TJR representing the buyer. They called to ensure that we were going to “crush them.” And that’s exactly the word they used.” He sounded annoyed, and I didn’t blame him. That was a stupid directive from an inexperienced client.

      “What did they expect?” I asked. “Argan is a national chain. Of course, they’re using legitimate counsel.”

      “I know.” He sighed. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but they aren’t experienced with this type of work. You really need to show them you mean business tomorrow. They want an asshole. Give them an asshole.”

      That shouldn’t be hard for you, he didn’t need to add. I made a point of crushing the opposition on every deal. I never showed weakness, and I came to every negotiation prepared to be ruthless and rude if needed. Each deal was one step closer to my goals. And the partners rewarded me for it. I was the guy you called when you had a difficult client, or an opposing counsel that needed to be taught a lesson.

      “Not an issue,” I responded coolly.

      “Great, great,” he replied. “The Argan lawyers are good, so expect Gene to be up your ass and theirs. He’s a tough one. And he’s just volatile enough to fire us.” His voice was sharp. Getting fired meant no money, no freedom. Not fucking happening. If H Brands needed theatrics to feel like they were getting their money’s worth, then I’d give it to them. While we typically opted for cool professionalism, I could flip the switch to combative in a heartbeat.

      I neared the house as Mitchell gave me a few more directives on things he wanted to see in the purchase agreement. The dusky twilight had deepened, and the air was getting colder. Winter in the country was bleak. The grass around the house was frosty and crunchy in the early mornings, and the wind had a bite to it in the evenings. I still ran without a shirt most days, because I liked the bite of the wind and the way the sweat cooled immediately on my skin.

      “I’m counting on you, Jason. This won’t be an easy one, but you’re looking at a huge amount in origination credit if you play this right,” he said.

      “Thanks, Mitchell.” I rolled my eyes. Mitchell wanted the money nearly as much as I did.

      We hung up, and I moved to the stately wooden porch to stretch. There were wicker chairs with deep cushions scattered about. Not a bad place to watch the sunset and have a drink, if it were warm. I didn’t hate this house, even if I hated the country. But I still didn’t know what to do with the other occupant of it. She moved past the double glass doors and each glimpse was a sucker punch. I drank her in, finally, knowing she couldn’t see me. Her red curls were a true, fiery, copper, glinting in the lights of the living room. Her hair was the first thing that had drawn me in on a long ago video call. Her lips had caused me to linger, to fantasize about her. Full, lush, perfectly pink. I’d ached to draw that plush bottom lip into my mouth, to bite at it until it was even more swollen. Until I had. The taste of her had been everything I’d imagined.

      I pushed open the sliding door to the sight of her shimmying in the kitchen. Headphones in, clad in a cropped shirt that looked more like a bra, and low-slung cargo pants. They hugged her ass and exposed her stomach. My mouth went dry. She was oblivious to my presence, and I leaned against the wall to watch. She opened the fridge, circled her hips, pulled out the sharp cheddar I’d purchased, swayed again. My eyes arrowed to her ass. High, full, round. My palms twitched at the memory of sinking my fingers into it while I’d pulled her back against me. They itched to smack it, just over the fullest part, where the pain would melt quickly into pleasure.

      She selected some crackers from the cabinet and turned with a little pirouette.

      “Those are my crackers,” I said, loudly. Her head jerked up, and she fumbled to get her headphones out.

      “What was that?” she asked, reddening. She was struggling for bravado, but she knew I’d seen her dancing. I rolled my lips to keep from smiling.

      “Those are my crackers. And my cheese, if we’re counting,” I said mildly.

      She quirked a brow. “Are we? Counting?”

      “It depends.” I cocked my head. “Are you going to keep eating my groceries?” I stalked toward her and her eyes went wide. Dangerous, Jason.

      “I thought we were roommates. Sharing. Besides, you’re taking up the whole fridge with your stuff. I can’t even find my cheese.” She drew herself up as I neared.

      “My house,” I growled. “I’ll do whatever I want.” I stopped a mere foot away from her, breathing in her clean, warm scent, keeping my eyes on her face, instead of dipping down to where her shallow breaths pushed her breasts up.

      “Your house,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Do you want to pee on the walls to mark your territory?”

      Damn, she’s funny. This was a side of her I hadn’t seen before. “Maybe I will,” I shot back.

      She rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of a smile on her face. “It’s my house too. So keep the territory marking to half of it.”

      “Deal.” I crossed my arms and her eyes flicked to my chest. They lingered for a beat too long and my skin prickled. Oh, she does want me. I flexed a little. I’d been needling her earlier, but it turned out I’d been right. I smothered a grin.

      “So, ready for tomorrow?” I asked, as I moved to the cabinet and pulled out a protein bar.

      “So ready.” Her voice was hard. “Though, on site due diligence isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “I’m not thrilled about being trapped in this town, either. I’m surprised we’re even doing this, frankly.” I leaned back against the counter and frowned at her. She was settled in a chair with her snack and a glass of wine.

      “Yeah, well, if your team had been a little more forthcoming, Gerald wouldn’t have pushed for this.” She arched a brow.

      “That’s why we’re here?” I didn’t add that Gene and team weren’t exactly forthcoming with us either. Something weird was going on there.

      “Yep,” she said with a pop. “And now I’m trying to manage this and keep fucking Brett from stealing my deals.” She sounded murderous.

      “Who is fucking Brett? Should I expect to bail you out of jail for murder?”

      She grinned and took a savage bite of her cheese. “Like you wouldn’t just leave me there.” She scrunched her nose up at me. “And I wish. Killing him would be so much easier. He’s the new counsel at my firm. He totally has it out for me. He left his last firm on bad terms and this is his last chance.”

      I nodded. I knew the type. Firm attorneys had an expiration date. You made partner, or you left. It made for fierce competition, even amongst your peers at the firm.

      “So now, I have to be on guard for him stealing my deals while I’m here and generally trying to make me look bad.” She bared her teeth. So fierce, this one. But isn’t that your plan? Make her look bad, drive her crazy, then crush her? I shoved the regret down before it could blossom.

      “At least you don’t have any happy hours to go to while you’re here,” I said lightly.

      She blushed and looked down. Fuck. I couldn’t stop thinking about our night together, and the evidence of her enjoyment was written on her face.

      “Did you, uh, mean what you said on Thursday? About thinking you won’t make partner?” she asked, cheeks still pink, her tone a little strained.

      A breath loosed from my chest. “Yeah, I meant it.”

      “I’m surprised,” she said frankly. “You’re really competitive. I always assumed you were gunning for partner.” She considered me while she sipped her wine.

      “I might be competitive, but I’m not enough,” I said shortly. I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Maybe at one point, I wanted that, but you know how Covingly is. Those white shoe firms are all the same. I might look the part, but they know I grew up with nothing. They can smell the poverty on me. I’ll never be a part of their world, not really. I can win as many deals as I want, but it won’t be enough. Being partner is all about schmoozing. I can’t compete with the guy down the hall who spends his weekends golfing in the Hamptons and his lunch hour at the Harvard Club, who grew up doing those things.” And my past is the real stain. “And you know you need to get close to the partners to be elevated. That’s not me. I’m not…a sharer,” I said carefully. I didn’t get close enough to anyone for them to learn about my past.

      Cynthia was nodding. “I know that feeling.” She gave a small smile. “I spend most of my time trying to become the perfect firm scion. I’m playing catch-up now. I never really connected with the partners at my firm. I never wanted to stay at a firm this long. I always wanted to help people.”

      “Ah, you’re one of those,” I scoffed.

      Her face hardened, and she stood. “Fuck off.” She grabbed her glass and my gut twisted.

      “Cynthia. I was kidding.”

      Her movements were jerky as she dumped her empty plate in the dishwasher, brushing by me in a whirl of soft curves and fiery curls.

      “You can make fun of me, but don’t make fun of my dreams,” she said shortly.

      Regret was a stone in my stomach. “I didn’t mean that. I was joking.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not funny.” Her eyes flashed, and she whirled to climb the stairs.

      My breaths were ragged in my chest and I grabbed onto the counter. She darted one more glance at me, clamped her mouth shut and fled from the kitchen. I squeezed the granite edge until I thought it would crumble under my grip. She would be my undoing. Getting close to her was a mistake. Caring what she thought was a mistake.

      A mistake to sleep with her, a mistake to keep thinking about her, a mistake to room with her. Fuck.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I officially hated my roommate. Jason Elliott of the hot body and the constant irritation. He of the rules and the carefully leashed restraint. Trapping me against a shelf one moment and making fun of me the next. I wanted to be a shark around him, but he threw me off-kilter. I forced myself to relax into the mattress and breathe evenly. It was going to be a long few weeks trapped in this house with him. I’d avoided him for the entire day today, except for a brief awkward dance when I’d wanted to brush my teeth and he’d been in the shower.

      I snuggled deeper into the bed and texted Margo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        I’m going to freaking strangle this man before the week is up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        That bad??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        He drives me insane. He literally told me it was his house, and he’d do what he wanted.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes as I typed the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        Coming from him…that’s hot.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Andrew has ruined you! Jason is the WORST. Please focus.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        Sorry, but those eyes! That jaw! Come on.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I know you see it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I did see it. The growl in his voice when he’d told me it was his house and his rules. My whole body had stood at attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        It doesn’t matter. We are never ever sleeping together again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        SAD. I need something to live for. Being a partner is boring as hell.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed at that and then smacked a hand over my mouth. Jason could definitely hear me. I knew he was in bed, judging off the creak of his bed frame and the rustling of his sheets. I pictured his big body in that four-poster bed and my breaths shallowed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        He definitely thinks I’m a wimp.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        What??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        I may have opened up to him and he may have laughed at the fact that I wanted to leave the firm for something better.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        Man, fuck that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, fuck that. I sighed in frustration. I needed to be prepared for tomorrow, and I was anything but. Maybe I should go through my file one more time. That would make me feel better, more like the shark I could be. I levered myself up, grabbed my laptop and landed back on the bed with an audible thump.

      My phone lit up with another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Some of us are trying to sleep.

      

      

      

      

      

      I clenched my hand around the phone. I wasn’t going to survive this. He was the world’s most irritating man. I stabbed out a message with shaking hands.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        Deal with it. I need to prep.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Are you doing work right now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        You’re not?. It’s 11 pm on a Sunday.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was when most law firm attorneys wrote their best emails. I knew he usually worked late, because I had received many an email from him after midnight.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Not tonight. Though I do my best work from bed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why did everything he said sound like an innuendo? Because you’re obsessed with him, my traitorous brain whispered. Now I was picturing him shirtless, bent over his computer, his abs contracting delightfully over his sweats. I shook myself. This is horrible.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        Well, I’ll try not to disturb your highness.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Unlikely. I can hear everything on your side of the wall.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Well, I can hear everything on yours.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        At least I don’t snore.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        As far as you know…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I’d have to sleep to snore.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        If you start snoring, don’t worry. I’ll come smother you with a pillow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Breath play. That’s hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      Breath play? What the hell was that? I switched over to search and opened a private tab. This felt taboo. Oh wow. Was he into this? Heightened sexual stimulation, safe words, safe actions. My stomach tightened, and I quickly closed the tab. I refused to be turned on by this jerk.

      His bed frame groaned, and I froze. What was he doing over there?

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        Just trying to get rid of the competition.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Get ready for tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        You don’t scare me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Get some sleep. You’ll need it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t respond. A moment later, my phone pinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        And I’m sorry about yesterday. I think choosing to do something else is noble.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huh. He might not be a total jerk. Apologizing was…unexpected. I fell asleep feeling better than I had all weekend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jason was in the shower on Monday morning at the exact moment I wanted to be. I’d slept poorly and despite my shower last night, I needed to shave my legs and air dry my hair before meeting my roommate on the field of battle. I ground my teeth and stomped downstairs to get a second cup of coffee. His coffee. “My coffee, my house,” I mimicked and angrily poured another cup.

      “I heard that,” he said, and I whirled.

      Blue eyes glinting over a freshly shaven jaw, hair tamed with gel, a navy suit highlighting his broad shoulders and long legs. My stomach did a little flip, and I glared.

      “Done showering, your highness?”

      “Like you said. My house. My shower,” he responded, and winked. “You’re behind, aren’t you? We have a 10 am meeting to kick off the diligence.” He raised a brow.

      “Someone was in the shower.” I shot back. “What happened to seven am?”

      His eyes glinted with amusement as he settled against the counter. “I went for a long run this morning. Chop, chop.” His eyes dipped to my legs. “Unless you’re planning to wear that to work?”

      My fingers twitched to pull the hem of my sleep shirt past the top of my thighs, but instead I leaned back against the counter. My shirt rode up, just to where my black lace underwear was exposed. He jerked back slightly, and I smothered a smile. “You know I’m not.”

      “Then hurry up. Wouldn’t want you to be late on your very first day.” He bared his even, white teeth.

      “That would be terrible,” I agreed. I crossed one leg over the other. His eyes arrowed to my thighs. His fist clenched.

      I narrowed my eyes. I pictured myself slapping that look off his face, then clawing his eyes out. I’d have to settle for this instead.

      “Oh, Jason. I wanted some sugar for my coffee this morning. But it’s too high. Can you help me? Here, I’ll show you.” I set my mug down and reached up to the upper cabinet. I leaned over just a little, until the cool air kissed the bottom curve of my butt. His rough inhale lit through me. “Do you mind grabbing it?” I sank slowly back to earth and turned to see his fist clenching and unclenching.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “This.” He waved a hand, his voice slightly hoarse. “You’re practically naked,” he growled.

      I frowned. “I thought it didn’t matter. Since we’re roommates and all.” I glanced over at the clock. “Oh, look at the time. I better shower. Sometimes it takes me…a while.” I sank innuendo into my voice. He shut his eyes briefly, as if in pain, and I wanted to howl in triumph. “See you at the office.” I strode out of the room, all too aware of my ass swaying under my shirt and his eyes following my every move.

      I locked myself in the bathroom and started the shower, fumbling at the still-unfamiliar controls and wishing he didn’t affect me the way he did. I pressed my thighs together and tipped my head back under the spray. That clenched jaw, his rough words. I wanted to press my lips right to where it flexed, wanted to hear dirty words in my ear. Get it together. Calm, confident, collected. That would be me today. I repeated the mantra as I enjoyed the hot water.

      I reached for my shampoo on the edge and my hand scrabbled the empty air. I cracked an eye. No shampoo, no body wash, no razor.

      “Jason fucking Elliott. I will kill you,” I muttered.

      He’d moved them, like he was a little boy pranking me. I was not going to give him the satisfaction. I snatched his body wash and cracked the top. It looked designer, in a black bottle with gold letters and, wow, it smelled amazing. Warm, woodsy, spicy. My stomach tightened at the scent memory. His sheets had smelled like this. His skin had smelled like this.

      I shook my head and poured a sizable amount into my hand, and soaped. I repeated with his shampoo and then his conditioner, which luckily were not a two-in-one. Why did men buy that? In what world would conditioner do the same thing as shampoo? I looked around for a razor. He must have one in here somewhere. Preferably a new one, because ew. I pulled back the curtain and spied a silver razor on the counter, with one shiny new head gleaming in the open package. Perfect. I smiled an evil smile. With each stroke of the blade up my skin, I felt calmer, more myself. Jason had no idea what was coming for him. When I was done, I ran a hand down my calf. It had never felt smoother.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled up to the nondescript office building off the highway before Cynthia did. I’d made a point of leaving before her. Keeping her on her back foot started now, had actually started this morning with her shower supplies. Until she showed up half-naked in the kitchen. Unwelcome desire burned low in my stomach.

      I frowned as I crunched over the wintery grass, the weak morning sun filtering over the nearly empty parking lot and the beige building. I hate small towns. Give me crowded trains and slush puddles over this blandness.

      I pushed open the double doors into an empty lobby. Beige carpet, beige walls, a handful of chairs. This did not look like a busy office. It was supposed to be our client’s headquarters. Odd. I frowned, but smoothed it away when Gene Delafonte came swinging out of the door on the right. Between the wide-lapeled beige suit and the gold chain, Gene looked like a movie mobster from the 70s. He had a full head of hair, or the world’s best toupee, and he cut an imposing, if somewhat rounded, figure.

      “Jason,” he said and shook my hand, his grip just this side of politely firm. Tough guy. Ok.

      “Gene, good to see you,” I replied, my tone clipped. Asshole Jason started now. And it was so easy to sink into that familiar coldness. I could practically feel the icy waters stifling my emotions, smoothing my demeanor.

      “I’ll show you to your office,” he said and turned, leading me through the door and down a silent, beige hallway. Closed doors, no art, more carpet. This would be a long few weeks.

      We stopped in front of a door at the end that looked like all the rest. “We cleared out a small conference room for you. Bathroom’s just across the hall, and Argan’s lawyer will be in the conference room at the opposite end. We figured better to separate you.” He gave me a smarmy grin. As if I would attack her just because she works for the other side? This guy was a piece of work.

      “Thanks,” I said, and pushed open the door.

      “Jason,” he added. I stopped. “We need to get the best deal.” His brows drew down. “It’s imperative. I will settle for nothing less. And we want this done fast. Mitchell is aware. We want to push the closing date up by a month.”

      I nearly gaped. A month? That was lunacy. We were already going to work around the clock to meet the current timing.

      “That a problem?” Gene asked.

      “No issue. We’ll discuss a new date with the Argan team,” I lied smoothly. Yes, it’s a fucking problem. What was the rush?

      “Great, glad that’s handled.” He gave me a self-satisfied smile and disappeared down the hall.

      The room was small, but there was a window looking out onto the back of the building. Grass fields, air conditioning units, and endless sky.

      I heard Gene give Cynthia a tour and show her to her office, probably the furthest away she would be for the next few weeks. If only Mitchell and Nisha knew. I grimaced. They could not find out about our roommate situation. Mitchell would lose his shit. My professional reputation would be called into question. For someone who already skated the thin line of respectability as it was, I couldn’t afford the partners looking into my private life. No one knew about the broken family I came from, no one knew why my answers to firm questions about my background had been so vague. Yep, that’s right, mom’s a drug addict. Correct, I’ve been raised in three foster homes. No fucking way. Was I a little paranoid? Maybe. But I was so close to opening my own firm that I could practically see my name on the door, and I wasn’t about to lose it.

      So no, none of my superiors could find out about our lodging arrangement, or the dirty thoughts I was having about Cynthia in today’s skirt suit. I shook my head, as if I could erase her, and shrugged on my suit jacket. She and I would be opening the due diligence this morning. Sitting across from her in a tiny conference room should be fun. I strode down the hall, letting my professional mask settle over me as I saw Cynthia coming towards me from the other end. I gave myself ten seconds to admire her curves under her skirt and the swing of her hips as she walked confidently in her heels. Ten seconds and then we stopped in front of the conference room door. Her hair was pulled up and her eyes were bright.

      “Jason.” She gave me a curt nod, like I hadn’t run into her in the kitchen this morning.

      “Cynthia.” I inclined my head.

      “You ready for this?”

      “I’m always ready.” I gave her a cool smile.

      We pushed open the conference room door and arranged ourselves on opposite sides. I spread my papers out before me like a general going to war, and Cynthia did the same. I leaned back in my chair, waiting for her to speak first, and she leaned forward, elbows on the table. This should be fun.

      “I’d like to start by discussing the number of diligence requests we made that have not yet been addressed by your team. First, we still haven’t received the audited financials. Those are critical to this process.” Her words were cool, but her face was tight.

      “They’re not available yet.” They were available, but there was some shady shit in them and I wasn’t turning them over to her until I had spoken to the auditors.

      “I know they’re not ready yet for last year. For prior fiscal years, they should be available. We need them.”

      “You’ll have them. When I’m finished reviewing.” I gave her a cool smile and saw her jaw clench.

      “There should not be this much hold up for basic materials.” Her eyes shot fire, and I almost laughed.

      “We’re doing our best.” We were not doing our best. In fact, we were being about close-lipped as it was possible to be and still keep the deal alive.

      “The litigation disclosures are also suspiciously light. One lawsuit in the last two decades? That’s unheard of.” She was right. I’d been surprised too. Companies got sued all the time for dumb things. My clients had one lawsuit from their very first year of operation; a slip and fall that had been settled. It was suspicious as hell, but there was no way I was telling her that I agreed.

      “Your team has everything I have available.” It was the truth.

      “Stop. Stonewalling,” she hissed. “You are the most frustrating man on earth.”

      I leaned in, watching her eyes widen as she took me in. “Ask the right questions and you’ll get the right answers.” I winked, and I knew she saw red.

      We continued like that for an hour. She asked. I did my best not to answer. She was getting annoyed and trying not to show it. That’s right, sweetheart. You thought I was bad before? You haven’t seen anything yet. I needed this deal and this money, and I would go right through her to get it.

      At the end of an hour, she had shucked her jacket, and I watched her pace the room in a tight white t-shirt and those sky-high heels. She never teetered, just kept driving her points home with relentless focus. Every time she turned away, I traced her curves with my eyes. Her ass in that skirt. The dip of her waist before it flared into those perfect hips. I wanted to sink my teeth into her. Fuck. The feel of her, those hips filling my hands, as I dragged her over my cock. Maybe I was being a perv, but I didn’t care. If I could only have that one night, I wanted to revel in it.

      She finally made her last notes and gathered her materials. “Well, Jason. I’d like to say this has been productive, but I think we both know it’s been a waste of time.” Her eyes flashed.

      “I enjoyed it,” I replied with a small smile.

      “I’m sure you did.” I heard her mutter “asshole” under her breath, and I almost laughed. If she kept making things fun, I was going to keep being difficult.

      We ended up at the door at the same time. She went to pull it open, but I got there first, reaching around her to grab the handle. My arm brushed her waist, and she startled, turning. Her deep brown eyes were wide and her face flushed from our sparring. She looked sexy as hell. Undone, wrung out. I bit my lip, the pain keeping me from reaching for her. Her eyes shot to my mouth.

      I swayed forward, just like she had that night in the elevator, inexorably drawn to her. I breathed her in, inhaling the clean scent of her hair and my body wash? The thought of her slipping the lush product over her bare skin had my groin pulling tight with need.

      “Did you use my body wash?” I ground out.

      “Oh,” she said and reddened. “Someone moved my shower products, so I was forced to make do.” She glared up at me and I smiled.

      “Yeah, sorry. Couldn’t resist,” I said with a wink.

      “This isn’t over,” she shot back.

      “Bring it on.” I leaned in a little closer, watched her eyes fly wide, watched those plush lips part.

      “Jason.” Her voice came out shaky. “See you at home.”

      I dipped my head. This was bad. So very bad. Because, despite all my jokes and innuendo, nothing could happen between us. But that look…fuck. It said Cynthia really did want more than just one night, and now it was forbidden. If only that didn’t make me want it more.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Cynthia was avoiding me. Or at least that’s what I assumed. I hadn’t seen her since work and somehow the good bottle of wine I had opened last night had disappeared. I was drinking a shitty beer with my delivery pizza, instead of a nice glass of Cabernet, and responding to an email from one of my junior associates.

      My phone dinged. A text from my new roommate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        Is that pizza I smell?

      

      

      

      

      

      To respond and risk more time with her, when I was already so weak where she was concerned? Or to ignore her, and risk her ire, which promised to come out in the worst possible way? I groaned. I couldn’t handle another morning like this morning. My fingers flew over the keyboard as I responded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        It is. And if you share some of the wine you’re hoarding, I’ll give you a slice.

      

      

      

      

      

      She didn’t respond, but I heard her moving around overhead and then thumping down the stairs. I went to straighten, to check my teeth, but stopped myself. Why do I care what she thinks? I lounged indolently in the chair and watched her storm into the kitchen. Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and she was dressed in a combination of yoga pants and a cropped tank top that seemed designed to drive me to insanity.

      “Hi. Can I have some of that?” Her face was slightly flushed and her eyes were wide. She looked like she had in my bed. I really need to stop thinking about that night.

      “If you give me a glass of that good wine I bought.”

      She blushed and held the bottle out sheepishly. “I finished it. Sorry. You have good taste.”

      “I know. You couldn’t leave me a glass?”

      She made a face and flopped down across from me. “I had a very long day. A certain opposing counsel was trying to make things difficult for me.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “Ugh. I don’t feel like sparring with you tonight. Today sucked.”

      Was there more to that than just my being a jerk? I watched as she reached over and grabbed a piece of pizza, seeing the brittleness lingering just beneath the surface. Had she been drinking that wine because of me? You’re an ass. Had I slipped so deep into my professional persona that I had forgotten how to be a real person?

      She took a bite and let out a little noise. “I love pepperoni. I pegged you for a white pizza kind of guy. The worst.”

      “What an indictment of my character,” I teased. “Is it worse to like white pizza or worse to admit I prefer Hawaiian, but they didn’t have it?”

      “That’s a crime against humanity,” she mumbled around her food. “A good salty-sweet combination can be delicious, though. I had some fantastic chocolate ice cream with salt on it a few weeks ago. It was practically a sexual experience.”

      Her eyes closed at the memory and I stiffened. Was it possible to get turned on by ice cream? Time to change the subject.

      “So, other than your dislike of a certain opposing counsel, anything else you want to get off your chest?”

      “To you?” She looked suspicious.

      “Sure. I’m here and I’m as good as anyone.” I kept my tone casual, but suddenly, I craved any morsel of information she would grant me. “You can ask me anything you want after.” Take the olive branch, sweetheart. I hated the way she looked at me, suspicious, closed off. When she wasn’t trying to mess with my head, that was.

      “I don’t know.” She chewed and cocked her head. “If I’m honest with you, will I get it thrown back in my face?”

      My stomach bottomed out. “That comment was a mistake,” I said quietly, holding her gaze, until she flicked it down and twisted a bit of napkin in her hands.

      She sighed. “You apologized. Thank you. I’m just a little…sensitive where that kind of thing is concerned.”

      I considered her, waiting. I could be very patient when I wanted something.

      “I, um, turned down a job at the New York Civil Liberties Union to take the position at TJR,” she finally added.

      “Damn.” I blew out a breath. “That’s impressive. Doesn’t the NYCLU take like two law students a year or something?”

      “Yeah.” Her expression twisted. “I think you mean stupid, not impressive. I’ve been clawing my way back to something like that for the last two years.”

      “Why turn it down, then?”

      “Money. Family obligations. The usual reasons, I guess.” She gave a tiny shrug. “My brother needed tuition money. My parents’ car had broken down. I just didn’t see a way to turn down a first year salary for the peanuts they pay you in public interest. Some of it was pride, maybe. I wanted that salary to validate me. But my family didn’t push me to take the public interest job, so I didn’t.”

      You’re one of those. My callous words echoed, and I grimaced. Asshole.

      “You regret it.”

      “Yeah. I do.” She sighed and sipped the dregs of her wine. “I mean, I don’t, but I do. I think you understand. My life would look very different now if I had taken that route.”

      I nodded slowly. “I do. But I’ve never really questioned my path. It’s always been about money for me. Money and success.” I’d always wanted to be on top, which meant I’d chosen the biggest firm, with the most prestigious name and the most prestigious practice.

      “Lucky you.” She scrunched her nose. “It’s probably why you’re so freaking good at what you do, though.” She trailed off and looked away.

      I hate this. We were enemies at the office, but here, in the house, seeing her looking so lost? I had the insane urge to gather her in my arms, or make her laugh. Yeah, definitely insane, seeing as I couldn’t remember the last time I’d made a woman laugh.

      “Do you want to ask that question now?” I asked.

      She brightened. “Sure. I’ll play. Can I have a beer first?”

      “Finishing my wine wasn’t enough for you?” I teased, keeping my tone light, so she knew I wasn’t serious. I got up and passed her a cold one, watching her eyes heat as she scanned my body. Stop looking at me like that, sweetheart.

      “I don’t even like this. But it beats drinking water, I guess.” She sipped and grimaced. “God, that’s gross.” She tapped her index finger against her lips and I stilled, eyes on her pillowy bottom lip.

      “I’ll go easy on you. Uptown or downtown?” she asked.

      “Uptown,” I answered easily.

      She made a go-on motion with her hand.

      “Uptown is a calm oasis in comparison to downtown. Downtown is chaotic,” I shook my head. What I liked was the control, the routine.

      “More like lively,” she shot back.

      “I knew you’d be a downtown girl,” I responded. It fit. She was all light and fire.

      “I’m really a Queens girl, but that’s way too far from the office. And I just knew you’d be an uptown person. Ugh.” She mock shuddered.

      “That bad?” I grinned at her vigorous nod and swigged my beer. “So Queens, eh? I could see it.” And I could. She talked fast, thought fast.

      “No joking about Queens,” she said and pointed her finger. Her eyes shot fire, and I smothered a smile.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I responded solemnly. “Queens has the best food in New York. That ceviche place in Jackson Heights? To die for.”

      She brightened. Clearly food was the way to her heart. “Oh, it’s on my list. One of these days when I leave the office at a reasonable hour.”

      “You work like mad, don’t you?” I asked. It was apparent. She was always sending deal emails after midnight, always delving into points in detail on the phone.

      “I do,” she replied, and shrugged. “I have to keep up with the Bretts of the world. You know it’s tough being a woman in a law firm.” She sat back like she expected me to argue. Careful, Jason.

      “I know,” I nodded. “A lot of repeating yourself only to have a male associate take your ideas, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said and grimaced. “Whatever. At least you’ve been a right asshole across the board. You’re just about as rude to Gerald as you are to me.”

      A laugh burst out of me and she grinned. “You noticed that?” I asked, though I knew she had.

      “You’re kidding right? It’s kinda your thing,” she said. She leaned in and her eyes danced. “The whole GQ model, but I eat babies for breakfast vibe.” She cocked a brow. “So, do you?”

      “GQ model, eh?” I smirked at her. “Go on.” My fist tightened on the beer bottle. You know she thinks you’re hot. Attraction is not the issue.

      “Of course you focus on that.” She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Her even teeth flashed over her pink lower lip and my stomach tightened. I want those lips on my body. On my cock. I shifted uncomfortably.

      “So, anything else you want to know?” I asked.

      She tilted her head. “I’m just drunk enough to ask this question. Why were you so insistent that we can’t have sex again?”

      Her words hung in the air and I swallowed. The answer was embarrassing. Because I was terrified. Because every woman I slept with walked away from me. Once was enough and twice meant I needed to bare myself to them. And that meant rejection.

      She held my gaze as I struggled, never backing down.

      “Because I never do more than one night,” I finally said. The words were dragged out of me. I watched her eyes fly wide.

      She snorted. “You’re such a dick.” She got up and paced into the kitchen. I followed her to where she leaned back against the sink and snagged her beer from where she had placed it on the counter. I drained it, watching her watch me, seeing her eyes darken with desire and her breaths come shorter. As I drank it, I imagined my lips were on hers, instead of on a glass her lips had also touched. Pathetic.

      I set the beer down on the counter. “I’m a realist.”

      “That’s just an excuse to be a dick. So, what, you don’t do relationships and you never fall in love?” She challenged, like she already knew the answer.

      “No. I don’t do either of those things. Too much complication. One night or nothing.” A second night with you could be so good, sweetheart. I could finally show you all the things I’ve wanted to do to you.

      She rolled her eyes. “Forget I asked.”

      “Do I get another question now?” I asked.

      “It depends on whether your answers to mine are going to keep being annoying.” She looked so put out that I had to laugh.

      “I’ll try to keep it to a minimum. What about you? You’re not in a relationship.” At least I didn’t think she was. My stomach sank at the possibility.

      “I’m not,” she said slowly. “But I don’t have a rule about it. I just don’t have time.”

      “You sound like me.”

      “I don’t,” she protested. “Well, maybe a little. My career and my independence are so important to me…I don’t remember the last man I met who was comfortable with my lifestyle. They say you can have it all, but as a woman in this profession, I know that’s not true.” Her voice was small, resigned.

      “I wish I could tell you otherwise.” I gave her a half smile, and she smiled back, sadness lurking in her gaze.

      “It’s ok. I chose this.”

      “Do you want to ask a question?” I leaned back against the counter next to her and bumped her with my shoulder. It was the only comfort I could give her, the only touch I would permit myself.

      “Honestly, Jason, I’m pretty exhausted. I’m going to head to bed. Thanks for the pizza and the company.”

      My heart sank. I wanted to keep playing with her, wanted to bask in her lightness and her fire. As she turned to head upstairs, I cleared my throat.

      “We can keep this going, if you want.”

      “What do you mean?” Her lovely eyes looked confused.

      “This not being an asshole to each other thing that we are doing now. At least at home.” I gestured between us and she smiled.

      “Thanks. I would like that. Friends, but no promises when we’re at the office. Good night, Jason.”

      Friends. Huh. I can do that with her. I watched her perfect ass sway up the stairs. Yeah, friends. That would be easy.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Two glasses of wine and a beer had been a bad idea. I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, wide awake at four am. I probably had another hour of this to suffer through before I could go back to sleep. Ugh. Drinking because Jason made me nervous was dumb. I’d seen flashes of the man I’d slept with tonight, causing uncertainty and desire to mix in a potent combination, make me restless, hot. Driving me to drink beer, of all things. Disgusting.

      I swung my legs out from under the fluffy comforter and made my way through the moonlit bedroom and down the hall, past where Jason’s door was slightly ajar. I moved as quietly as I could through the old house, trying to avoid the creaking stairs and using the moonlight to guide me into the kitchen. There was chamomile tea in the cabinet. Bless whoever bought it. The full moon illuminated the cornfields outside the window, where the stalks blew gently in the breeze. I shivered.

      This was a perfect murder house and I hated the silence. I did not do moonlit cornfields, camping, traipsing of any sort, rainstorms, or bugs. Growing up in the city meant a near pathological fear of sleeping in a giant house alone. It didn’t help that Jason was one room over. So no, I wasn’t technically alone, but the walls were so thin that I was constantly on edge in my room.  I could hear every single thing that happened in his bedroom. I hoped he didn’t need to take any private calls, or worse, have any private time. I nearly groaned aloud. Steps entered the kitchen, covering the small sound I’d made. I whirled around, sloshing my tea onto myself and yelping in pain.

      “You scared the crap out of me!” I set my mug down and stuck my hand under the faucet.

      “Shit. I’m sorry. Are you ok?” Jason sounded genuinely concerned.

      “I’m fine. I just burned myself a little.” I’d dumped half my tea out over my chest and I grabbed a towel to soak and press over my breasts where the water had burned me.

      “Can I make you some more tea? I need a cup myself.”

      “Honestly, after this, I may just do a shot of vodka and hope for the best.”

      He chuckled and my stomach tightened. The heat of his body was a physical touch as he rustled behind me and I turned, still pressing the cool cloth against my chest. Oh no. I froze at the sight of his back muscles flexing in the soft moonlight as he reached for a mug. He was naked to the waist. I remembered this sight and I remembered the feel of his hot skin under my hands. And now he had the audacity to prance around this house with no shirt on, showing off his godlike physique and stupidly beautiful arms? Rude.

      I’d been lying in the grocery store. Jason Elliott walking around without a shirt on was devastating. But if he was going to be casual about our situation, I would too. I leaned against the counter and crossed my legs in what I hoped was a believably relaxed pose. My arms felt awkward, heavy. I settled for clutching my remaining tea like it was a lifeline. My hand throbbed and my legs prickled where they were exposed to the air under my indecently short sleep t-shirt. The same one I’d worn yesterday when I’d taunted him in the kitchen. Then, I’d felt powerful, at ease. Now? Now I felt exposed, all too aware of him. It’s the night air and the soft darkness. It made me want to linger, to trail my eyes over those lovely arms, those bare feet.

      I cleared my throat. “Why are you up, anyways?”

      He gave me a half smile. “Couldn’t sleep. I’m not a big sleeper. I have bad dreams. And there always seems to be something to do that’s more important than sleeping. I can get by on four or five hours a night.” He shrugged. “I probably should have put that on my resume when I applied to the firm. They would have hired me in a heartbeat.” He gave me an appraising look, eyes snagging on my legs and a strange expression crossing his face when he finally met my eyes. “What about you? Work keeping you up?”

      “Uh, no.” It’s you. Your hot eyes and your insufferable attitude and the way you throw me off balance. “I had a little too much wine, and I guess I’m old now. You know when you’ve had just enough to drink so that you're not hungover but you've still had too much to sleep? Well, I’m in that fun hour of being wide awake.” I made a face. “I’ll probably be deep in REM when my alarm goes off, so look forward to me being a raging bitch tomorrow.”

      He snorted out a laugh and started coughing on his tea. “And here I was going to say you are extremely pleasant even on the worst of days.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Jason Elliott. No one has ever dared to call me nice or pleasant.”

      “Me neither. And I don’t give a fuck.” His white teeth flashed in the darkness.

      “Yeah, I guess not.” We’re the same, you and I.

      “Does it ever bother you?” he asked, head tilted. “I mean, don’t you ever get told to be softer?”

      I snorted. “All the damn time. If I had a dollar for every time opposing counsel clearly wanted to tell me to pipe down, I’d have quit the firm by now.”

      “Not me, though, I hope.” His voice was quiet, and his eyes looked soft? Must be a trick of the moonlight.

      “No. Not you,” I scoffed. “In fact, you might be number one on the list of going toe-to-toe with me.” I guess that’s respect.  My heart lurched before settling into an unsteady rhythm.

      “It’s because I’m scared of you,” he said, his voice full of laughter.

      “Yeah, right.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re not scared of anything.” And it was pretty fucking hot. The way he cut through everything, cool, confident. If only I could be like that.

      “Oh, I totally am.” He leaned back against the counter.

      “Let’s hear it then.” I mirrored his pose.

      “Why would I tell you my weaknesses?” He grinned at me.

      “Good point,” I admitted. “I’ll have to guess, then.” I tapped my finger against the warm mug. “Let’s see…shirts. You’re scared of shirts. Based off how little you seem to wear them.” And I’m terrified of how much I like it.

      He barked out a short laugh, like I’d surprised him. His eyes glinted in the moonlight and warm pleasure spread through me.

      “Definitely not scared of shirts.” He paused. “Though it seems you are deathly allergic to wearing pants at home.”

      I grinned into my mug. I was getting to him. I knew it.

      “So what you’re saying is, you’re scared of a little thigh.” I raised a brow. Fire. You’re playing with fire. And yet, I couldn’t stop. This moment, wrapped in moonlight, it didn’t feel real. Could there really be consequences tomorrow? I shifted and let the hem of my shirt hitch up over my legs.

      His hard swallow was audible in the silent kitchen.

      “Stop,” he rasped.

      “Why?” I raised a brow at him in challenge before dropping the cloth I was using to soothe my burned skin onto the counter.

      “Fuck,” he breathed out. I just barely heard the soft curse and his sharp inhalation as his eyes caught on my breasts. Oh no. My shirt was damp and my nipples were hard. I froze. Say something, idiot. Make a joke. Don’t just stand there while he devours you with his gaze. I looked up and met his eyes. They were electric in the moonlight, his lips slightly parted, his breaths hitching. I couldn’t look away. Where is my bravery from this morning? From two minutes ago? I wanted to draw myself up, say something flirty. Instead, I melted under the heat of his gaze.

      “You need to go,” he gritted out. I didn’t move. I stood there with the hem of my short shirt fluttering around my legs while I watched him advance on me. His abs flexed as he walked and I nearly sighed. So, so beautiful, so not for you.

      “Cynthia.” He held himself stock still, just a foot away from me, his whole body tense with strain. “You need to go back upstairs,” he repeated in a low voice.

      I desperately wanted him to come closer, wanted to touch him. I ached to run my fingers along the vee of muscle just over his waistband. Bad idea. I listened to my brain and not my traitorous body and scurried from the room. But not before I heard the slap of his hand against the counter and the sound of his groan.

      I shut the door to my room and lay against it, breaths coming short and fast. My eyes dropped shut and behind my lids played a film made up of his soft breaths and the slide of his muscles as he had stalked toward me.

      My swirling thoughts shorted out when I heard his steps come up the stairs and the door to his room creak open. I could tell he was trying to be quiet, but this house was way too old for that. He ran into something and let out a muffled “fuck.” I bit my hand to keep from laughing. I abruptly stopped when I heard the sound of his groan. Was he touching himself? Before I could question my decision, I pressed my ear to the wall. Thump. I started. Oh no. He was against the wall. I screwed my eyes shut. Was he bracing himself against the surface just inches from my head while he stroked? The image played in my head. Silky skin, that jutting cock, his arm braced to support himself. He made a low noise and I clenched my thighs together. The rhythmic sound of flesh sliding over flesh came from the other side. “Fuck.” He said it in a completely different tone, hissing the word before he let out a low moan. I jumped away from the wall.

      This is so inappropriate. My face was red and my heart was pounding. This is also so hot. Somehow, I needed to go to sleep and forget this ever happened. Tomorrow was going to be a long day, and picturing my opposing counsel naked was not going to make it better.
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      I had come way too close to crossing the line last night. I sat in my sad little conference room and mentally kicked myself for letting the leash off my control. The diligence meeting due to start in just a few minutes would be torture.

      I’d been avoiding her all morning, but I needed to apologize for growling at her last night, especially since we were about to go into a meeting with Mr. and Mrs. Harris, the Argan team and the auditors. Typically, for a meeting about the financial statements, we’d be window dressing. I’d have a mid-level associate join to lead the conversation, but not on this deal. The auditors would be asking probing questions about cash movements, income, expenses, and long-term projects. And I wanted to know more. Why the rush to get this deal done? Why was the office so empty if they made so much money and had so many employees? Why did the financial statements look off? If I was going to learn anything, it would be today. Steeling myself, I strode down the windowless hallway to Cynthia’s temporary office. I straightened my navy suit before knocking.

      “Enter,” I heard from behind the door. That’s not ominous at all.

      Cynthia didn’t look up as I came in, intent on annotating something in what looked like the disclosures section of the financial statements. She looked stunning today, with a tight navy t-shirt that would soon be covered up by her suit jacket, and a pen between her full lips.

      “Come to bother me?” She looked up. “Oh look, a shirt. That’s a first for you.”

      I blinked stupidly at her and she started laughing. “You love making things hard for me, don’t you?”

      A flash of heat went through me. “There’s nothing better.”

      Her eyes darkened and her tongue swept out to touch her bottom lip. Fuck. I shifted from foot to foot. She had no idea how much she was turning me on. Or maybe she did. Last night, she’d certainly seemed ready to play. Ready to taunt me. The games were just as fun as the reward at the end. This is so bad.

      “I, uh, just came to apologize for growling at you last night in the kitchen,” I stammered out.

      “Is that what you did?” She raised a brow and tapped her pen against her mouth. “You call that a growl? I’d call it more of a groan.” She stood and circled her desk. Too close. Too close. Oh, no. Had she heard me last night? When I had stroked myself to thoughts of her letting me lift up her t-shirt and bend her over the counter? This had to stop. We were going to be friends, colleagues, nothing more.

      “What’s the difference?” I asked. The sight of her perfect body in that tight shirt would be my undoing. Desire filled my head like cotton wool. I took a deep breath to clear it, but her scent filled my nose.

      “A growl is more animalistic. A groan, well… I could demonstrate. If you want.”

      Would she? Why had I started this competition again? I was in over my head. I’d thought she could give as good as she got, but no, she gave better.

      “Oh, Jason.” She moaned the words. “Fuck, yes.” The last word came out slightly guttural, and I stiffened. I wanted to slam her against the wall, take her mouth, sink into her. And isn’t that exactly what she wants you to think about? Instead of how to beat her?

      “We have to stop doing this,” I ground out.

      “Doing what?” Her eyes were all wide innocence.

      “Stop messing with me.”

      One side of her mouth tilted up triumphantly. “Can’t handle the heat? I think you told me that you play to win.” She stepped toward me and my breaths seized. “Well, I do too.”

      One heartbeat, maybe two, and I thought she might kiss me. But she turned on her heel and grabbed her materials.

      “Alright, let’s get this shit over with.”

      She met my eyes and I could see her settling into her hard-ass client-facing persona. “And we need to talk later. There are some inconsistencies in this diligence package and I’m going to need more information. Your client has an insane number of offshore entities. And those are just the ones they included in the package they produced. None of them appear in the audit. Why does a mom and pop grocery chain need 14 Bermuda subsidiaries?”

      This was exactly what I had feared she would find. Something was not aboveboard with Mr. and Mrs. Harris, and I needed to find out what it was before Cynthia did, or she could blow this whole deal up.

      I took the page from her and scanned it, keeping my face blank. I was all mixed up. Half-hard under my suit pants. Nervous at what she might find. Utterly adrift. Get it together, man. “I have no idea. I didn’t notice that the first time around.”

      She frowned. “If the auditors don’t ask about it, then I’m going to. They could be hiding assets from the U.S. government, or running other businesses through those shell companies.”

      I kept my face blank and handed her back the paper. “Sure. Fine by me. I’m sure there’s a good reason.” Shit.
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      Somehow, working with Jason had made me forget how much I hated due diligence. But now that we were here, with the auditors on video and the finance team from H Brands in the stifling conference room with us, I remembered how long these days could be. This meeting was scheduled for two hours and we were only an hour in. We had learned nothing of value. Gene, the CFO from H Brands, was so bland that I felt like I was falling asleep every time he talked to me. Maybe that was intentional. Bring the boring guy out and no one will ask questions.

      The auditors paused in their presentation and I saw my opportunity. It was go time. I cleared my throat.

      “I’d like to discuss the purpose of the subsidiaries of H Brands. We want to ensure we are getting a full understanding of the legal and financial picture here. Can you start with H Brands Sub LLC?” I asked.

      I sat back and watched while the auditors made excuses about needing a few minutes, and scrambled to get their papers. The head auditor gave the junior person a look that said “you should have briefed me on this,” a look I was familiar with from many a client conference call in which Gerald had been unprepared. I nearly laughed at their flurry of activity and caught Jason smirking from the other end of the table. His navy suit highlighted his broad shoulders and trim waist, but all his starched perfection couldn’t hide blue under-eye circles and the stubble on his jaw. Someone hadn’t slept well. Probably because he had been too busy jerking off. Do not think about that right now.

      This deal was moving, and I didn’t have time to try to unravel why Jason Elliot’s mouth told me one thing and his body told me something else. Just one night, eh? I’d show him just once. It was a stupid rule, used by men who thought women were likely to be clingy and desperate after just one round between the sheets. As if. Most men weren’t worth the second night. I gritted my teeth.

      The auditors finally unmuted themselves. The most senior auditor spoke, his manner slightly nervous. “Uh, we may be aware of these subsidiaries, but they certainly weren’t picked up in the financial statements or our end-of-year audit. Perhaps they’re disregarded entities or consolidated into their parent companies? Mr. Delafonte, could you please elaborate?”

      The Argan CFO’s brows rose on the video screen. She quickly masked her surprise and made a note on her paper while Gene cleared his throat. He was dry as all get out, but dressed like a mobster from the 1970s, complete with a tan suit and a gold chain peeking out from under his dress shirt.

      “Those are just entities we use for acquisitions and the like. They’re mostly dormant. Frankly, I’m surprised the team even added them to the diligence package. But you’re welcome to audit them if you like.”

      He gave a smarmy grin, knowing full well he was providing nothing of value to the conversation. Acquisitions could mean anything.

      From the tension in Jason’s jaw, it was clear he agreed with me.

      “Can you please have the governing documents and the income and expenditure statements sent to us?” This from my client.

      An ugly look crossed Gene’s face, but he hid it and smoothly agreed. His meaty fist clenched where it rested on his stack of papers.

      I pulled out my phone and texted Jason under the table.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        This is bullshit. Acquisitions could mean anything. And it sounds like he didn’t think these entities were going to be exposed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jason’s face betrayed nothing, even though I could see his phone light up next to him. He idly scanned my message and then responded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I agree. Don’t press more now. Wait until the auditors get the information.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Why are you always stonewalling? This is a real issue.

      

      

      

      

      

      I drew in a breath to question Gene further, and Jason shot me a look.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        It’s not me. Please, wait. This guy has a felony assault on his record. I try not to piss him off.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        You background checked your clients?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        He told me about it. Some anecdote about how useful lawyers were because he only got community service. You don’t want to fuck with him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Lovely. But thanks for looking out for me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I don’t want you getting hurt.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart did a little flip in my chest.
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      I waited until Cynthia had left the room before gathering my materials. There could be no hint of impropriety between us. The client expected the asshole version of me and that’s what they would get. When I exited the conference room, Gene Delafonte was waiting for me.

      “What the hell was that back there?” Gene might present a bland persona on conference calls, but I knew the truth. He looked like a mobster and he acted like one.

      I kept my face expressionless as I responded. “What do you mean?”

      “That bullshit with the Argan lawyer.” He lowered his voice. “Why the hell was she given access to the list of subsidiaries?”

      “It was in the diligence package your team produced,” I explained patiently, knowing full well that someone in his department was about to get their ass handed to them for that mistake.

      His brows lowered in annoyance while he considered me. I was his lawyer, so he couldn’t go off half-cocked, but he was angry. “I don’t want her poking around in stuff she’s not supposed to see. I suggest she stay in the office she’s assigned to and keep her nose out of our business, beyond what we’ve explicitly granted her access to. If she doesn’t, there are going to be consequences.”

      My hands clenched and I breathed in through my nose. Relax. Gene wasn’t worth the irritation. “There’s no need to worry. I’ll make sure she and the Argan team stay on task and keep the bother to a minimum.”

      That seemed to placate him and he gave me a nod and walked away, tan suit acting as camouflage against the beige walls.

      I stood stock still as he turned the corner, then blew out a breath and headed to my temporary office. Fucking asshole. I was so out of my depth in dealing with this. Thinly veiled insults? Could handle that with my eyes closed. Corporate double speak? On it. Lies and negotiations? No problem. I had a duty to protect my client and I sure as hell didn’t want to give Cynthia’s firm anything they could use against us. But it had sounded like Gene was threatening Cynthia. Shit. I had to tell her. These people were thugs in suits, with a thin veneer of respectability thanks to their roots in the area. I wanted to punch something, but instead I calmly pulled out my phone and texted Cynthia.

      “We need to chat, and it can’t be here.”

      She responded almost immediately. “When and where?”

      She rose a little in my estimation at that. No bullshit, no questions, she just took me at my word. I checked my watch. It was four pm now, which meant coffee not drinks. Probably for the best with the way I tended to lose control around her.

      “Meet me at the diner in town.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So he threatened me?” Cynthia stirred her coffee thoughtfully while I relaxed against the booth and watched her.

      “You don’t seem concerned about it.” I had pictured her flying off the handle, since she wasn’t known for being level-headed.

      “I guess I’m not. I don’t know. I’m honestly more surprised than anything.” She leaned in. “What the hell is going on here? When was the last time a client told you to mind your own business? I’ve never dealt with anything like this before.”

      “Me neither, honestly. But you need to be careful with him. Don’t ask so many questions.”

      “I’m just doing my job.” She sat back against the booth and crossed her arms. “I need to get the full picture here or I’m going to recommend that Argan not proceed with the acquisition. And right now, I’m being stonewalled at every turn, by your client and by you.” She was frustrated, and rightfully so.

      “I know, I know.” I speared my hand through my hair. This was a mess. Cynthia was too perceptive not to see the same things I did and too smart not to keep digging when she sensed something was amiss. I wanted to win this deal and I wasn’t about to give her any ammunition, but I couldn’t let her get hurt.

      “Please, just watch yourself. I don’t think my clients are nice people,” I finally said.

      She raised an eyebrow at that. “There’s no reason for you to tell me this. You could just let them run roughshod over me and look the other way. In fact, the Jason I know would.”

      “I’m getting soft,” I said. And maybe I am, where she is concerned.

      “Thank you for looking out for me,” she said quietly. Something in me twisted at that. Her expectations of me were so low that even basic decency meant I exceeded them.

      I looked away. “Yeah, well, I don’t want you to get hurt. But don’t get any ideas. You’re still opposing counsel, and this deal is going through. I’ll be standing on top when it does.”

      She cocked her head. “I can’t figure you out. Some days I think you’d murder me just to win, but other times I get a glimpse of a completely different person.”

      I shifted in my seat. She was too perceptive. And now she was staring me down like she expected a response. An honest one.

      “Don’t you have a work persona and a personal persona?” I asked. Avoiding the question, but still a response.

      She took a small sip of her coffee, those lovely brown eyes thoughtful and considering. “I guess so. But it’s not a dramatic difference. I’ve definitely polished some of my rough edges for the office. That Queens accent had to go.” She grinned at me. “But I still curse just as much as I do around my friends, I still drink a little bit more than I should. I’m not domestic or soft in my personal life and I’m definitely not at work.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah. I noticed,” I said dryly. “You never worry about being judged by the partners?”

      “I used to.” She nodded. “Sure, when I was a junior attorney. But now? Fuck it. I have the skills to back up whatever I say. It’s too exhausting to pretend to be this neat, perfect woman. I’m a little rough around the edges, a little too intense, a little too loud. I don’t care anymore.”

      She shrugged and I swallowed. To be like that. So confident.

      “You should try it sometime,” she added and winked. “Though I’m not sure how I would handle a nice Jason.”

      “Nice might be asking a little too much,” I murmured. “I could do polite.” Deep down, I wasn’t sure if I was nice, anyways.

      “Nice is overrated,” she scoffed. “How about not rabid? I’ll settle for that.” She grinned at me.

      “And give up my favorite method of tormenting you?” I raised a brow at her. “Nice try.”

      She laughed and shook her head, as she rose from her seat, scooping up her suit jacket. Today’s pencil skirt had a little slit in the back, and every time she moved I got a flash of skin under black tights. I wanted to rip that skirt right up the middle. My hand clenched around the coffee cup.

      She was still smiling when she turned to me and said, “No, Jason. I think we all know your favorite method of tormenting me has nothing to do with work.”
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      Saturday. The best day. The day I didn’t ever work unless I was literally forced to. Margo and Andrew were psychos who frequently found themselves in the office, which is why they were perfect for each other, but Saturday was my sacred day. Most Saturdays I didn’t leave the house until one pm, and even then I took it easy. I liked to wander from my apartment to the waterfront or even Central Park. Here, I would have to settle for a stroll through the cornfields. Blech.

      My eyes were gritty and my head was fuzzy, thanks to the scorching dreams I kept having about a certain opposing counsel and roommate. In each one, his eyes were electric blue, his body was just as insane as it was in real life, and he had an unreasonable love of going down on me in every position imaginable.

      I was barely awake, but I shuffled through the house in my sleep t-shirt and fuzzy socks. I hadn’t heard Jason yet, so hopefully I could grab my coffee and retreat to my room without running in to him.

      I stood blearily over the coffeemaker and tapped my foot. I was not my best without caffeine, and my friends and family knew to stay far away before my first sip.

      “Make enough for two, would you?” I started at Jason’s voice. Clearly, he did not know the value of self-preservation. I grunted at him and kept my eyes on the machine, praying for it to heat faster and for him to retreat to wherever he came from.

      “Not a morning person?”

      I nearly growled at him, but pasted on my blandest expression and turned around. Bad idea. He was in his workout clothes, shirt draped around his neck and chest glistening with sweat. Was nothing sacred? I immediately turned back around. “Why are you even awake?” I grumbled.

      “I’ve been up since four am. Couldn’t sleep. Pretty standard for me. I read a novel, marked up some documents for a junior, started the crossword, did my workout.”

      “You are an insane person.” I grabbed the coffeepot and did a careful sequence of mug under the drip, pour, grab, replace. I turned to see him leaning against the fridge, smirking at me. His pectorals were annoyingly firm. I had a brief flash of how they’d felt under my fingers. Gah. Stop it, brain. Not helpful.

      “Says the woman who can’t wait three minutes for the coffee to be done percolating.”

      “I need this. And you’re blocking the fridge.”

      He stayed put, annoying smirk firmly in place. “You don’t drink it black? I assumed you did.”

      “No. I drink it with hazelnut creamer. Which is in the fridge.” I stopped out of arm’s reach and he slowly peeled himself off the fridge. I kept my eyes firmly on safe places — his face, the fridge, the creamer, before I made to escape with my precious coffee.

      “Do you want to do something later?” His voice was tentative.

      I stopped with my foot on the stairs. No, I really didn’t. I wanted to watch Vampire Diaries and eat Taco Bell and maybe have a whole bottle of wine. I did not need the distraction that was Jason “just one night” Elliott. I needed to get my head on straight and stop thinking about him naked. Which isn’t helped by the fact that he keeps walking around half naked. After a week of running into him day and night, I was a ball of frustration and pent up sexual energy. Exactly what he wants. I was playing right into his hands. At the office, our battlefield was a conference room. At home, it was something much more dangerous.

      “You know, Jason. You really should be wearing a shirt.” I turned around and made a face at him.

      “Distracting you?” He was stoic, but his eyes were hot.

      “Never.” Liar, liar.

      He slowly pulled his shirt on, his lifted arms causing his abs to ripple. Look away.

      “Better?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Not really. You’re still keeping me from the limited time I have for personal activities.”

      “So you do think I’m distracting?” He looked far too pleased.

      “I swear, if it weren’t in the rules of professional conduct, I would push you into traffic,” I grumbled.

      He huffed a laugh. “You’re really fun to annoy. So you’ll do something with me later? I want to get out and see the sights.” His eyes were shadowed with uncertainty. Something about the careful way he held himself tugged at my heart.

      “Fine. Yes. Let’s go out this evening and do something. Five pm?”

      “Great.”

      I turned around and locked myself in my room. I needed to call in reinforcements. It was 10 am, which meant Margo was very likely awake, though she was probably still in bed with Andrew, if they weren’t at the office.

      I called her and she picked up on the first ring, like the real phone addict she was.

      “Hey, hey.” She said, mouth clearly full of food.

      “What’s in your mouth? I hope it’s food and not a body part.”

      “Ew, gross.” She started laughing, then choking, and then I heard Andrew saying “easy there” and thumping her on the back.

      “Just calling it like I see it. How’s my mortal enemy?” I was just kidding, since Andrew was head over heels in love with my best friend and I had elevated him from mortal enemy to part-time annoyance.

      “Har har. He brought me bagels this morning from that place everyone lines up for near your apartment.”

      Yum. I missed my apartment and my privacy. And my weekend routine.

      “Jealous. This place is a hellhole. There’s so much nature but all the landscape is completely flat. And all the food is fried.”

      Margo started laughing. “Honestly, this could be good for you. Maybe I’ll finally get you to come visit my parents in Vermont one of these days.”

      “Ok, but I didn’t get to the worst part.”

      “You mean worse than the fact that you and Jason are shacking up, I mean, rooming together?” She cackled at her own joke.

      “Yes, worse than that. First of all, I heard him jerking off a few nights ago.” I was whispering now, knowing how thin the walls were. “And second of all, he won’t stop walking around half-naked.”

      “I’m waiting for the bad parts,” she said, and laughed.

      “It’s horrible! I already know what it’s like to have sex with him, and now I can’t stop thinking about it,” I hissed back.

      She lowered her voice, presumably so Andrew couldn’t hear. “Girl, he is seriously hot. Any woman would be thinking about sex.”

      “Well, I need to stop. Because there’s no way we are going to sleep together. He told me he only does one night.” I practically heard Margo’s eye roll. “I know, I know. But at this point, if I want to make partner, I need to come out on top of this deal, not on top of my opposing counsel.” I halfway wanted Margo to say “go for it” like I had told her to do months ago. But that had been different. I had known Andrew was in love with her when I had told her to seduce him. It had been there in the way he tracked her with his eyes and the way he spent so much time needling her.

      “I know you’re right,” she said slowly. “I just want more for you.” She sighed. My stomach twisted. What was it about your friends settling down that made them want you to do the same? I didn’t consider that, ever, because wanting something you couldn’t have only made things worse.

      “Jason is not the guy to give me that,” I hissed. “I’m not going to risk my job for someone who can’t give me more than empty pleasure. You know if I seduce Jason, I won’t feel good after. I’ll feel empty. And things will be even more awkward between us.”

      “Or you could say fuck it and have some fun,” she hissed back.

      Doubt wormed in. What if we slept together again? What was the worst that could happen?

      “I could get fired.”

      “I hate to remind you, but you could get fired anyway.”

      I barked a laugh. “Not helpful, Margo.”

      “Live a little. Stop overthinking.” Her voice was stern.

      “Says the queen of overthinking,” I muttered back. But maybe she was right.
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      Cynthia and I pulled up to a nondescript building and parked the car.

      “It doesn’t look like much.” She eyed it nervously. “I’m not really a country girl, Jason. Is this the type of place where everyone is going to turn around and look at me when we walk in?”

      I snorted. It did look like that type of place. The squat brick building faced a parking lot made up mostly of motorcycles and pickup trucks. There were no frills, no plants, and no sign. I’d looked at the map for the closest bar since I didn’t relish driving drunk on dark country roads, and this little place was it. “If it is, I’ve got you.” I knew how to handle myself in a dirty bar. I was a city lawyer now, but at one time in my life I had been able to throw a punch in a bar fight with the best of them. Cynthia didn’t know that, though. She saw what I wanted the world to see; suave, sophisticated, unruffled, cold. When in reality, I burned.

      “Ok, ok. Let’s go. But I’m going to be really annoyed at you if someone tells me I don’t look like I’m from round here.”

      “God forbid.” She had a point, though. This was the shittiest little bar in a small town where we outsiders. I swallowed thickly and steeled myself. Time to get out of your comfort zone.

      Cynthia extricated herself from the car, her tight blue jeans molding over her ass. She looked amazing, like a weekend wet dream, in her tight black sweater, jeans and white sneakers. Her flaming red hair was spilling down her back and her lips were glossed with something that kept me sneaking peeks while she was talking, just to watch the flash of her white teeth against the pink plumpness.

      “Stick with me though, ok?” I caught up to her and put my hand on the small of her back. She startled.

      “You’re a worrier,” she said.

      “Humor me, please.”

      She rolled her eyes but let me open the metal door for her. I ushered her inside, my eyes adjusting quickly to the dim interior. No one turned to stare, but a distinct hush passed through the crowd at the bar. It was cleaner than I had expected, with a long wooden bar and lots of decorations. News clippings, old cowboy boots, Christmas lights, two-dollar bills. Two pool tables book-ended the space and a few small windows were scattered with a seemingly random hand. Nothing out of the ordinary here.

      The patrons looked like ranchers, locals, and bikers. I forced myself to relax, to push down the memories from years ago of bars just like this. The crowd looked peaceful, easy. They’d even turned away from us after a minute or so, though I spied a few men checking Cynthia out, including one guy with some offensive tattoos. Yikes. She was already at the bar, hands on her hips, comfortable as could be. She had no idea how people could turn, how a friendly face could hide a rotten interior. I tamped down my dark thoughts and stepped in behind her at the bar. I brushed her hair off her shoulder and leaned down to whisper in her ear.

      “Pretend you’re with me.” I put emphasis on the words so she knew I meant as more than just friends.

      She shivered as my lips moved against her ear. “Why? This place seems harmless enough.”

      “I’m just being cautious.” I didn’t say that I was scarred from a lifetime of shitty little towns and shittier people. “I don’t like the way these guys in the back are checking you out.”

      “I can handle myself. I grew up in New York, remember?” She raised a hand when I started to protest. “But I’ll go with it.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled her flush against me, and she muttered something that sounded like ugh, men under her breath. With a smile, I turned to the bartender and ordered two cheap beers. I knew full well Cynthia preferred martinis, but this wasn’t a martini type of place.

      I gave her a warning squeeze on the shoulder, and before she could offer, I paid in cash. I kept the wad of bills hidden beneath the bar, and then hustled her to a dark booth in the back, where I sat facing the room.

      Cynthia slid in across from me. “You’re being really weird. Why are you so jumpy?”

      “You noticed that?” I bought time by sipping my beer and scanning the room.

      “Yes, I would have to be blind not to,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Plus, you’re usually pretty calm and collected.”

      Because I made a point of being that way. I met her warm brown eyes, inquisitive under her arched brows. She raised one while she sipped her beer and made a face at the taste. “Also, did you have to get beer?”

      “I didn’t want to stand out,” I replied.

      “See, you’re doing it again. There’s no reason to be weird about this bar.” She waved her hand around. “It’s not like the people here are drug dealers or gang members. Hell, there are worse bars around the corner from my parents in Queens.”

      “I have issues.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I unclenched my jaw, slowly, inhaled deeply for calm. You owe her an explanation. Stop being weird. “I grew up in a few small towns across Tennessee. My, ah, foster families lived across the state. I started working in bars at age sixteen for extra cash.” I looked away from her careful scrutiny, my stomach twisting. I was only giving her a small fraction of the story, and why? I’d never told any colleague this.

      She tilted her head, those dark eyes soft when I dared to take a peek. “So that’s why you hate small towns? It’s not just the lack of cocktail bars and public transportation?” She gave me a small smile.

      “I could never live in one, that’s for damn sure.” I swigged my beer, grateful she wasn’t pressing for more details on my childhood.

      “Me neither.” She shook her head.

      “For me, it’s the anonymity of New York, and the sense of importance.”

      She was nodding. “It’s the center of the world. There’s something exciting happening on every corner. You can be anyone there.”

      “Exactly.” She’d just named the reasons why I loved it.

      We fell silent for a minute, but it was a comfortable silence. When had things become comfortable between us? It would be impossible not to be entranced by her. That was it. Anyone would be sucked in by her whirlwind.

      “So, do you go out a lot in New York?” she asked.

      “Here and there.” How did I tell her that I felt too exposed at most bars? I wasn’t a risk taker. Not anymore. I preferred a quiet table somewhere exclusive, where I could keep an eye on the room and control the situation. Where roles and expectations were neatly defined. Only then could I relax.

      “How do you meet women, then?”

      I nearly spit out my beer at the question. “Uh, just like everybody else, I guess.” How did I tell her about the apps that were different, that catered to a specific type of interest?

      “Wow, you’re really forthcoming. Please go on.”

      I closed my eyes. “There are apps, Cynthia.”

      “Well, duh. I’ve been on one a time or two myself. Look, I’ll even show you my profile. In the spirit of friendship.” I cracked an eye to see her tapping away at her phone. “Don’t click on anything, though. I don’t want anyone in this grimy bar to think I’m trolling for dudes.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. “That would be a travesty,” I agreed. I grabbed her phone from her as she admonished, “Don’t laugh.”
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      Jason flipped through my photos, and I fiddled with the label of my beer. His eyes darkened as he scanned, flipping deliberately. Why am I even showing him this? I was playing with fire.

      He was being weird tonight. The intensity was back. The relaxed person I had seen flashes of around the house was gone and in his place was the guy I’d met that first night, the man I’d seen on conference calls and in our negotiations. He was all hard edges and confidence. If I hadn’t known better, I would have called it swagger. But Jason didn’t swagger. He cut through the world like a knife. And in this bar, he’d changed from the man who teased me in his underwear to an alpha, someone you didn’t fuck with. And man, it was hot. Even his cheekbones seemed sharper, his eyes hotter. The white henley he wore, as what I could only assume was camouflage, highlighted his broad shoulders and his strong arms. His stubble was growing out and his hair waved gently after a day of freedom from the confines of the gel he normally used.

      My profile said I liked finding new restaurants, traveling, going for walks around my neighborhood and finding New York City’s best bagels. Was I boring compared to him? Compared to the women he dated? Was I just like every other law firm attorney with conventional hobbies and not enough free time to become a fully developed human?

      “Long Island,” he said.

      “What was that?” That’s all he has to say?

      “Long Island. The best bagels aren’t in NYC, they’re on Long Island. In case you want to take that off your profile.”

      I leaned over and grabbed the phone out of his hand. I had been expecting a reaction, indifference maybe? Or perhaps interest? Don’t kid yourself. Jason was hot and cold. Flirting with me around the house, looking at me with his bedroom eyes, and then dismissing me.

      “Very funny. I don’t need to get into a bagel versus bagel debate with you right now,” I retorted.

      He sipped his drink and considered me. I imagined shaking him to get some reaction.

      “So, do you meet lots of men with the bagel line?” he asked.

      “I meet enough.” Not giving you the pleasure, jerk.

      “Seems like your profile isn’t totally you.” His eyes were too intent, and I looked down at my beer.

      “What do you mean by that? Also, thanks for the honesty. Not.” I made a face.

      “I don’t know, you’re just much…more. In person, I mean.” He waved his hand. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? Your profile seems like the girl next door. But that’s not you. Well, unless the girl next door were a rabid shark.”

      I burst out laughing. “Good thing I take ‘rabid shark’ as a compliment.” I shook my head. “You’re pretty perceptive. But that’s what men want, right? They want the girl next door. No one wants a corporate lawyer. No one wants the woman making twice what they make. Did you know I can regularly complete every Saturday and Sunday crossword when I put my mind to it?” I said, even as alarm bells went off in my head. Too honest. His eyes were wide. “See, and now you’re weirded out.”

      “You’re the perfect woman.” His voice was awed, and it pulled another laugh from me.

      “To you, maybe, but to most bozos on these apps, the real me would have them running for the hills.

      “And have they?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Run for the hills?”

      I barked a laugh. “Most definitely. When I didn’t kick them to the curb first.” His brows went up, in understanding I thought, not surprise. “I tried dating seriously when I was a third year. The grind of late nights seemed like it might be getting better, or maybe I was getting more competent, and I thought it was the perfect time. I started dating a friend of a law school friend. It went well for a year or so, until the subtle digs started, about giving up my career, what we would do when we had kids. I confronted him and he was surprised that I was angry. Surprised. As if giving up everything I’d worked for was a no-brainer.” I shook my head. The pain had dulled into anger, hardened into armor. “Especially when I made three times what he did.” I shrugged and sipped the godawful beer. “And it’s been a repeat of that ever since. So yeah, this profile gets me a date or a night with someone when I need it, but other than that, no, it’s not an honest representation of who I am. In my experience, men aren’t looking for honesty, anyways,” I scoffed.

      He considered me, those blue, blue eyes taking me in, his long fingers wrapped around the sweating beer, until he lifted it to his mouth and sucked it down.

      “Fuck them,” he finally said. I raised my brows. “Isn’t that what you told me to do about work? It’s good advice. Fuck them and their preconceived notions.” He leaned forward until his shoulders and his face filled my vision. “There’s someone out there who isn’t like that.”

      My heart stuttered a little. He doesn’t mean himself, idiot. Why did I start this conversation? It was treading a dangerous line. He was way too handsome, saw me far too clearly for my comfort. And yet I was pretty sure if he gave me half a chance, I’d jump all over him. You never learn.

      I stood in a rush, palms a little sweaty, nervous energy zinging through me. I could not sit here across from him, serious, earnest, supporting me, when I knew the rest of the time he wanted nothing more than to crush me like a bug. And why did that thought make the beer slosh strangely in my stomach?

      “Want to play pool? I asked. Anything to get out of this conversation.

      “Hell yes.” He grinned and unfolded himself from the booth. “Get ready to lose.”

      I followed Jason to the pool table in the far back corner of the bar. “Do you know how to play?” he asked casually. Too casually?

      “I have the general idea,” I responded, and grabbed a pool stick. I had no clue how to play, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. Jason passed me a little green cube. What do I do with this? He swiped it with practiced ease over the top of the cue, and I followed suit. I eyed him. My body was buzzing with nervous energy, but he was loose, confident, in his element. For the first time tonight.

      “So, do you know how to play?” I asked.

      “I have the general idea.” He threw my words back at me. “I’ll break if you want.”

      He arranged the balls in the wooden triangle and carefully lifted it away. In one motion, he leaned over, slid the cue against his hand and smoothly broke. A striped ball thunked into the pocket and he looked up, smirking. I’m in trouble.

      “Did you say you’ve played before?” I narrowed my eyes at him. He was too good. Too good and too hot. That casual confidence, even that stupid smirk. It had my stomach twisting, desire thrumming through my veins.

      “I didn’t.” He winked at me and took another shot, sinking the ball easily, then another. And another. He missed the fifth and turned to me with a smug look. “Your turn.”

      “Stop gloating,” I grumbled. I leaned awkwardly over the table. The cue was too heavy. The table dug into my hips. “I’ve never played before and I hate to lose, so this should be fun.” I fumbled the cue, nearly dropped it, and sighed. “Got any tips?”

      His brows rose.

      “Yeah, yeah. Laugh all you want.”

      “You’ve never asked me for help before. Well, except when you begged me to let you stay in the house.” His eyes laughed at me, that soft mouth tilted up. Of course, he wouldn’t forget that.

      “I wouldn’t call that begging,” I said.

      “It sounded like begging to me.”

      God, that stupid smirk. I was going to wipe it off his face. “No, begging is more like, oh, Jason, please, harder.” I moaned the words. Mistake. They felt too right on my tongue, sent sparks shooting through me.

      His whole body went taut. His hand clenched on the cue so hard I thought it might break. His eyes devoured me, each look a physical caress. I thought the leash on his control might break, that he might pin me to the wall. On your knees like a good girl. Suddenly, I wanted that so badly I thought I might snap too, might melt into a puddle. My legs trembled. He gave me one more searing glance, then grabbed his beer and downed it in two fast gulps.
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      “Keep your arm loose and take a few practice shots first. It also helps to picture the path of the ball before you shoot.” Jason’s voice was slightly rough, but other than that, he had no reaction to my words from just a moment earlier.

      I bent over the table, skin tingling, as I realized Jason could probably see right down my shirt. Whatever. Use it against him. The cue was awkward, heavy. My arm was the opposite of loose.

      “This doesn’t feel right.” I popped up. “The cue feels really unnatural.”

      “It usually does the first time.” His voice was annoyingly reasonable.

      “Little help?” I asked. He took one hesitant step forward, and I froze. Was I asking him to touch me? No going back now. Winning was still more important than anything.

      The heat of Jason’s body licked against my spine as he stepped behind me, though he very carefully placed his hands on either side of me.

      “Can I touch your arm?” He murmured, and I shivered at his tone. This was his bedroom voice, soft and silky.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      He slid his hand along my upper arm and murmured into my ear, “Keep this arm loose. It’s a sport, just like any other. You have a ready stance for baseball and boxing. This is the same.” He ran a finger down my arm and I barely stopped myself from pressing back against him.

      “Breathe.” His exhale was hot on my neck. Relax. It was impossible with him this close.

      “Ok. Good. Now see the red ball there? That’s your best shot right now.” His voice was low, seductive, sliding along my skin. I swallowed hard.

      “It is? But it looks like the blue one would be easier.”

      “Nope. Follow my line of sight.” He bent over me and pointed out his sight line. His arm brushed against my shoulder and I tensed. I was caged by his body against the table and it felt so good. Delicious and forbidden. Like decadent chocolate cake.

      “If you hit the red ball right, the rebound should set you up to get the green ball and then maybe the blue ball, if you execute it all correctly.” His damp exhalations feathered over my neck. “You want to hit it in such a way that the cue ball only moves as much as you want. A solid hit means the cue ball doesn’t follow the ball you’re aiming for. That takes practice, but that’s the goal. The point of pool is about planning and control.” He emphasized the last word and heat flared in my belly. Why did he have to say that? It’s like he knew I would be reminded of our night together, about his craving for dominance. Was he trying to turn me on? I turned to look at him and saw his expression was casual and focused on the table. Ok, so this is just Jason being Jason. Got it.

      “Alright. Let me give it a shot.” I bent over the table and he stepped away quickly.

      “Easy,” he murmured. “Keep your arm loose, take a practice swing. Good girl.” He breathed the last words out and I clenched my thighs together. On your knees like a good girl. My hand shook as I lined up my shot. Careful, careful. I slid back and hit the cue dead on. The blue ball went into the pocket.

      “Yes!” I pumped my fist in the air and turned to see him grinning.

      “I knew you could do it.” He held his hand out for a high five and I smacked it harder than necessary.

      “Alright, now try to sink the green ball. You’re a little off target, but I think you can still sink it.”

      I circled the table, and he followed. I eyed my shot and bent over.

      “Hold on.” His hand landed on mine. “Take it slow.” He stepped in, still so careful. “Can I touch your back?”

      Yes. God, yes. Please. I wanted to moan. But instead, I just nodded.

      His palm was a brand on my lower back and I was suddenly drowning in lust. He feathered his thumb over the gap between my sweater and my jeans, just the barest movement, and I so badly wanted to push back into him.

      His voice was rough when he spoke. “Don’t rush. You need a better line of sight with the ball.” He pressed me down gently and I bit back a sigh. “There you go. Breathe out. Try to keep your arm steady.” I couldn’t focus with his possessive hand on me. My heart was thumping in my chest, and I swung too hard, glancing the cue ball and causing it to spin to the side.

      “Ugh. I guess my beginner’s luck is over.” I turned and saw him smirking at me.

      “You did great.” His quiet approval sent a little frisson of delight through me. “Now watch and learn.”

      He turned and analyzed the table, then sank one, two, three balls in quick succession. His hands were strong and sure, and his confidence in his skill was apparent. His careful distance, his controlled reactions. It so badly made me want to grab his attention, mess up his self-control. I was like a little kid with a blank canvas and a giant thing of paint — all I wanted to do was ruin his neat perfection.

      He cocked his head and then took his time sinking another ball. As he rose from the table, he gave me a cocky grin and I rolled my eyes.

      “Why are you so good at this, anyway?” I asked.

      His smiled dropped at my words. “I used to play a lot.” He grabbed his beer and took a long swallow.

      “Okay, so here and there in college?” I couldn’t help but press him. I wanted to understand the mystery that was Jason Elliott.

      “For money,” he responded shortly.

      I raised my brows, waiting for more, and he sighed.

      “I needed the money when I was in school. I bartended throughout college and law school, but it wasn’t always enough. I spent a lot of time at dive bars when I was younger and I started playing pretty young. I got good.” He shrugged, but the casual movement couldn’t hide how tense his shoulders were, how tight his eyes were. He really hates talking about this. “You know Blue and Gold downtown?”

      “One of my favorites. Margo and I once spent Christmas Eve there.”

      He gave me a half smile. “I used to play there all the time. I started offering to play people for $50, then $100. 100 bucks for just 15 minutes. It paid better than being a lawyer does now.”

      “More fun too.”

      At that, he laughed. Finally. “Yeah, it was fun sometimes, but it got old.” He ran a hand through his hair, mussing the shining gold strands.

      “But you grew up playing? Did your foster parents play?” I knew nothing about him and I suddenly craved any drop of information I could get my hands on.

      “No. They didn’t.” His expression shuttered, and he set down his beer.

      We played the rest of the game in silence, Jason handily winning. He played with a ruthlessness and intensity that I was familiar with from our conference calls and negotiations. He didn’t offer any more tips, didn’t put his hand on my back again. He drove me home in silence, and I couldn’t help but wonder what I had done wrong.
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      Something had shifted tonight. Cynthia no longer felt like an opponent, or not only that. She felt like mine. Wrapping my arm around her in the bar, talking about her dating life, playing pool with her, it was all so damn normal. Could I have something like that with her? Why not? It was working now, wasn’t it? Well, working might be giving me too much credit. I’d still shut down completely when she asked about my family.

      I grimaced into the darkness of my bedroom. Just what every woman wanted. A man so fucked up he couldn’t talk about his past. Whose needs in the bedroom sent most women running.

      The beer had sent me straight to bed when we got home, but now, in typical fashion, it was three am and I was wide awake. Might as well be productive. I scrubbed a hand over my face and swung my legs over the side. The bed creaked, and I stilled. Shit. I crept from the room on silent feet, easing open the door, and slinking down the stairs to the living room.

      At this time on a weeknight, I’d typically review a document or get some emails done. I tried not to do that on weekends, though. Mitchell already owned my days, he didn’t get my Saturday nights too. Maybe some TV would distract me enough to fall asleep on the couch. It was worth a shot. But first, another beer to make me tired.
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      Two hours later and I woke on the couch to a rustling noise in the kitchen. My body went on high alert. Was it an intruder? I hadn’t heard Cynthia come downstairs. I crept up and through to the kitchen, grabbing a decorative candlestick as I went. The rustling happened again and then stopped. I snuck up, closer, closer, and then sprang.

      I pinned the intruder with my hips and it, she, let out a shriek. “Ahh! What the fuck, Jason!”

      I collapsed against her, holding her against the counter, as all the adrenaline fled. Her heart fluttered under mine, the softness of her lace-edged tank rubbing against my bare chest. Her hand crept up to push me back but stilled, her fingers a brand against my skin. I closed my eyes against the scent and feel of her.

      “Sorry. I’m a light sleeper, and I thought you were an intruder.”

      “So you were going to brain me with a candlestick? I was looking for Advil!”

      I huffed a laugh. “Sorry. Just give me a second.”

      She shifted against me. The silk of her tiny shorts rubbed over my briefs. Oh no. Another one of those lacy sets. It whispered over my thighs and I swallowed a groan.

      “Cynthia,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Please stop moving.”

      “Why?” She breathed. “Oh.” She froze, even as my erection grew against her stomach. I opened my eyes to see her biting her lip, and I promptly shut mine again.

      “Yes. Oh. I just need a minute.”

      She wiggled a little, and I bit back a moan, my shoulders shuddering. When I was brave enough to open my eyes, they arrowed to where the strap of her tank top had fallen, exposing one smooth shoulder. I traced over it with my gaze. She was so soft there, right where the hollow of her neck met her shoulder. She’d smelled so good. That little divot was perfect for a gentle bite. I looped one finger under the silk strap and slowly lifted it back up, mesmerized by the satiny feel of her skin against my fingers, even softer than the silk material. The barest brush against her shoulder and she inhaled sharply, those deep brown eyes already a little hazy.

      She wants this. My blood felt thick, my head stuffed full of wool. Kiss her.

      “Cynthia, I can’t re—” The words died as I dipped my head to hers and she tipped her chin up to meet me. The movement brought our faces so close, the air pulsing between us, until just one tiny movement had plush lips meeting mine. Her soft sigh into my mouth was everything. Fuck yes. I captured her mouth, kissing her deeply, wanting more, more, more. She tasted delicious, just like I’d remembered. She responded to me with soft, drugging sips, just like I remembered.

      “God, yes,” she muttered between kisses, and the words lit me on fire. I speared my hands into her hair and deepened the kiss, angling her head so I could delve my tongue into her mouth. She arched up against me in response. Every press of her hands on my chest urged me on, every sound she made went straight to my groin. Fuck, she’s hot. Fuck, this was really good. That one night hadn’t been a fluke. If anything, this was better. My hands on her hips shoved her against the counter, and she groaned. “Yes, Jason, yes.” Her words were breathy, needy.

      I slipped seeking fingers under the straps of her tank and pulled them down. The silky material pooled around her waist, exposing those lovely breasts to the moonlight and my mouth. I pulled one nipple into my mouth and she cried out. She loves this. My hand came up to cup the other, testing the weight, teasing that soft skin. She bucked against my hand and I tightened my hold. She moaned and triumph lit through me. “You like that?” I pressed my thumb into her hip. “You want it rough?”

      “Yes, yes.” Little sounds fell from her throat and I lifted my head to kiss her again. Kissing her was like lighting myself on fire. Each slip of her tongue stoked the flames higher, each greedy sound made me want to give in, to let her take the reins. You can’t. I used punishing hands and rough movements when I wanted to sink to my knees, to touch her only when she allowed it. Stop, before you do something stupid. I jerked back.

      Cynthia raised two shaking fingers to her swollen lips. “Holy shit,” she breathed. Her eyes were wide, her mouth parted in surprise. I would have laughed if it weren’t so utterly insane.

      “I know, I know.” I braced myself against the counter, shaking with need. This is bad. This is really fucking bad.

      “Guess that first night wasn’t just the vodka working its magic,” she murmured.

      “Guess not.” Fuck.
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      Cynthia was avoiding me. And if I were honest with myself, I was avoiding her, too. Last night in the kitchen had been a revelation. She wanted me and I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      I was currently at the diner, having a late afternoon coffee after my run. I was browsing through the local paper and idling listening to the two men behind me catch up over a late lunch. They had the twang of locals and had mostly been chatting about crop yields and how business was doing at the fair.

      My ears pricked when I heard my client’s name.

      “One of her boys got in trouble last week,” said a man with a gravelly voice. He spoke with the confidence of a local in the know.

      “One of those idiots is always getting in trouble. Each is dumber and meaner than an enraged bull,” man number two snarked.

      Gravelly voiced man spoke again, this time in hushed tones. “Yeah, but this time he hurt someone.” I started, nearly spilling my coffee.

      “Don’t be bringing that trouble round here. I want no part of the nonsense that happens over at the compound.” Snarky sounded serious now, and he said the word “compound,” like it was a proper noun.

      The two men moved on to discussing the upcoming storm that was due to sweep through the area, and I stayed until well after they left. There could be a totally innocent explanation for everything they were saying, but Mr. and Mrs. Harris didn’t have any sons, only daughters, as far as I knew. So the “boys” they were talking about were more likely employees. This was really weird. My skin prickled. I was intimately familiar with small-town dealings and the rotten core that could run through a seemingly normal place. I moved through the world with one eye trained on my surroundings, and every animal sense told me something was up.

      I let my head fall back onto the booth. I desperately wanted these issues to go away, or even to become more concrete. Anything was better than this murky in between. But I had nothing. Just a hunch, some inkling that the financials were hiding information, and hearsay about some of their employees hurting someone. Mitchell and Nisha would not take kindly to me bringing this to their doorstep. I needed concrete evidence before I said anything or I would be fired for blowing up a multi-million dollar deal. Just thinking the word ‘fired’ made my whole body tense. Over the past almost decade I had saved and saved, until I was literally a millionaire. But it wasn’t enough, maybe would never be enough. On bad days, I checked the balance in my brokerage account to soothe myself. Yes, it was fucked up and my old therapist probably wouldn’t have approved. I wouldn’t be able to stop the spiraling worry over my future and my security until I had my own firm, my own clients, and my name on the door. No one would be able to fire me. That was the ultimate goal. And I was so fucking close. Just one more deal and I’d be able to secure an office space. I would be untouchable and finally then would I be able to relax.

      I hope I’m blowing this out of proportion. Maybe Mr. And Mrs. Harris were totally aboveboard. I wanted this deal to succeed, needed this deal to succeed.

      And you have to go through her to win. Could I do that? Could I crush her against the counter and then crush her under my heel? That’s not you. But it was me. Wasn’t it? Hadn’t I been that uncaring guy enough times that maybe I’d become him? Cold outside and cold inside. She doesn’t see you that way. And yeah, I liked the way I looked in her eyes. What had she said? That I wasn’t scared of anything? I nearly choked on my coffee. If only. But damn, I preferred the way she saw me to the way I saw myself. And what I wouldn’t give for even 10% of her loyalty to be mine.

      I sipped my coffee as the sky darkened, matching my black mood. Self-doubt and thoughts of shady dealings swirled in my mind.

      My phone pinged. An unknown number.

      On the screen were five little words:

      
        
          
            
              
        You owe us, pretty boy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I froze, phone dangling from my stiff fingers. It couldn’t be. I checked the area code. Tennessee. Fuck. Again. They had found me again. I changed numbers every few years. This wasn’t the first text I’d received, I assumed from Spencer, or maybe Jax. Jax, who was responsible for the ugly scar on my forearm. One that had started a lurid crimson and faded now into a white line. A beer bottle to the arm, just missing my artery. Luckily for me, since I’d woken up hours later after being knocked unconscious.

      I shuddered. They can’t find you. I inhaled through my nose and out through my mouth. I had a new name, no social media, no friends in common. I checked my online presence and my personal information every few months to make sure they couldn’t find me. In the past, nothing had come from these messages. I’d change my number and try to forget. But they always unsettled me.

      With shaking hands, I checked my brokerage account. The number of digits in the account soothed me. You’re fine. They can’t find you.

      But just in case, I needed to be untouchable. Rich enough that I was protected. Independent, so the shame of my past could never sully me. I clenched my phone in my fist. I was never depending on someone else ever again.
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      “Hi Mama.” I lay on the bed with the video call pulled up on my computer.

      “It’s so good to talk to you.” My mother answered every call like it had been months since we’d spoken. It was kinda sweet, even though I had been at their apartment for dinner just over a week ago. Her reddish gold hair was almost entirely grey now, which she hated, though my father claimed it made her look even more beautiful. He was a romantic one, my father.

      His faint “hello” sounded from the other room. “Your father says hi.” My mom rolled her eyes. “His back is hurting him a lot today. I’m trying to get him to go for a walk, but he wants to stay home and watch the game.” My father was a die-hard Rangers fan, and I’d watched many a game with him in their comfortable living room.

      “Can you at least get him to go down the street to Linda and Ron’s to watch? The walk will help.” Ron, my dad’s best friend, and Linda, his wife, lived just a few minutes’ walk away from my parents’ house.

      “I know, sweetheart, but you know how he is.”

      I shook my head. I did know. My father was as stubborn as they came. He had been a bus driver for the city for years, but he’d injured his back in an accident a few years back, so he only drove part time. Most days, the back pain wasn’t bad, but when it flared up, he was housebound. If only he would quit. I knew my mom felt the same, but they needed the money, especially now that my mom was fully retired.

      My parents had met in New York at a jazz club. Both of them were immigrants, in true New York fashion. My mother was the child of dockworkers from Ireland and my father, the son of refugees from Armenia. I loved them more than anything in the whole world. Their house was warm and inviting, filled with food smells, the sound of various New York sports games, and old photos on the walls. They still listened to jazz together and went out with their friends from the neighborhood. For people their age, they had a robust social life and healthy habits. I shouldn’t worry. And yet, I did. My brother lived in California and I was the more responsible one, the one who helped them remember their doctor’s appointments and drove them to Costco. The one they called when they needed something. Some days I longed to shed that responsibility, and then I felt guilty for wanting to be free of the mantle of the responsible child.

      “Everything ok with you, mom?”

      “Oh yes, I’ve been seeing Linda every day for a walk. And you know I volunteer with that park group.” My mom helped beautify parks in Queens by planting trees and flowers. Many of our parks were forgotten and forlorn.

      She cleared her throat. “Sweetie, your father and I have been meaning to tell you something. Dr. Collins thinks your father’s disc is deteriorating. He’s likely going to need surgery. The recovery time will be months, and he won’t be able to work.”

      “Shit,” I breathed out. “Sorry Mom,” I added before she could scold me. “Surgery, physical therapy. That will be expensive.”

      “I know,” she murmured. “We talked about it.”

      “I’ll give you the money. I don’t need it.”

      “No.” She sighed. “No, sweetheart. You need to save for your future, not worry about old people and their failing health.”

      “Please, Mom. Let me help.” It was always like this. I offered to make all their problems go away in the only way I knew how, and they almost always said no. They were too proud and independent to take my money. I kept squirreling it away regardless and paid for whatever I could. Her eyes filled with tears. “Your father and I need to see how much this will cost. If it’s surgery…we’ll figure it out.”

      “Mom, I’ll be there for you. I’m going to get a big bonus this year. The money means nothing. Promise me you’ll keep me updated on the diagnosis,” I pleaded, even though the thought of what that money entailed made me ill. Another year, or two, at the firm. My stomach knotted.

      She promised, and we chatted a bit more before hanging up. I fired off a text to my brother Devon to let him know the news and then lay back on my bed, feeling sick at heart. It was so hard watching my parents struggle, wishing I could solve their problems and knowing they wouldn’t let me. And now, I might finally get a chance to help. In order for them to even consider agreeing…it must be really bad. The worry in my mother’s eyes and the relief when I offered my help had said it all.

      How could I even consider taking another job until they were settled? My stomach twisted. Another few years of late nights and no holidays? Could I do it? Everything in me rebelled. Think of your family. I owed it to them to stay the course and collect the bonuses. I could not lose this deal. I could not let Brett win. Does that mean crushing Jason too? Was I a fool if I didn’t want to crush him anymore?
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      I came downstairs to the scent of something delicious cooking and was greeted by the sight of Jason Elliott standing over the counter, in a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, bare feet on the old wood floor. He had classic rock playing from the speakers and a beer on the table. The sky outside the kitchen was dark, rain hitting the side of the house in sheets, winds gusting.

      As I watched Jason, he sipped and then started whisking some olive oil into a small bowl. I leaned against the fridge while I watched. He really was hot, from his tousled blonde hair to his forearms flexing while he stirred. Those forearms that had held me against the counter last night while he branded me with his mouth. I shifted restlessly, my body remembering how well he’d fit me, how each stroke of his tongue had made my head spin. Had I been avoiding him today? Yeah, a little. I felt a little too raw, a little too exposed.

      He turned, saw me, and started.

      “Hey. You cook?” I was surprised. We’d mostly been eating takeout, and I’d watched him drink a lot of protein shakes.

      “I do. When I have the time, or I’m trying to distract myself,” he said, sardonically, and turned to check something in the oven. Steam wafted out, and I sighed.

      “Well, I’m glad you needed distraction because it smells incredible.”

      He gave me a slow smile and my stomach flipped. “So you’re assuming you can have some, then? I want something in exchange.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re off the clock now counselor, stand down.”

      “Oh, but this is so much more fun.” His eyes sparked as he took me in, and I shivered. My body clamored for more of what we’d started last night.

      “You can collect later. Right now, I need to relax. Any chance you bought more wine?” I asked hopefully.

      “What do you take me for, some sort of heathen?” He looked affronted, and I giggled. “After a certain someone drank my stash, I stocked up.” He gestured to the cabinets. “But be warned, I bought the most expensive wine they had, and it was $14. You finished the stuff I bought near the airport.”

      I shook my head as I went to open a bottle. “You’re such a city boy. I don’t think $14 wine is going to kill you.” I took a sip and grimaced. “Ok, that’s not great.”

      “Goes down easier after the first glass.” He winked and swigged his beer. “Or you could switch to beer.”

      I crossed myself. “Not a chance.”

      He laughed and opened the oven. He crouched down and pulled out a roasted chicken, glistening with butter and perfectly crispy. I groaned. “That looks so good. I will do literally anything for a piece.” I hovered over the stove and he swatted at me with a towel.

      “Get back, woman. Over there.” He pointed to the dining room table and snapped the towel at me. “Out!”

      I laughed and retreated to the table, where I watched him finish cooking. Were we still rivals? The way my stomach dipped when he smiled at me told me maybe not. At least not at home.

      He prepared two plates for us and I covertly ogled his jaw clenched in concentration and the play of muscles under his shirt as he carved the chicken.

      “White or dark?” he asked.

      “Dark, please.”

      He presented our plates with a flourish and we sat at the table, not unlike how we did every day in the conference room.

      “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. He didn’t have to help me, didn’t have to be friends with me.

      He dipped his head and took a bite. “Not bad.”

      I tried the chicken and groaned. “Are you freaking kidding? This is delicious. You’re a genius.”

      “See, that’s how I know you can’t cook.” He grinned at me while I eagerly cut into my chicken again.

      “Much to my disappointment.”

      He shook his head. “Only people who can’t cook get this excited about a simple dinner.”

      I made a face at him and drank some of the mediocre wine. “Whatever. Let me be impressed. Where did you learn?”

      He shrugged, but his shoulders were tense. “I taught myself. I needed to. I had no money in college or law school, and cooking was the only way to get by. It was hard at the beginning. I must have made a hundred fancy ramen dinners before I figured out that rice and beans and protein were so much more cost effective and filling.” He shook his head. “I burned so many pieces of chicken. I once set my fire alarm off trying to roast something while I was in the shower. The fire department came, and I was only in a towel.”

      I smirked, and he smiled back. “I would have enjoyed that.” Not least because of the image of him in a towel.

      “I bet you would have, you psycho. You like to watch me struggle.”

      “That I do,” I said happily. “So you taught yourself how to cook, put yourself through college and law school, and now you’re one of the top M&A lawyers in New York City? Where are your flaws?”

      He looked down. “Believe me, I have too many to count.”

      Not from where I’m sitting. From here, it looked like he was utterly alone, but still on top of the world. My respect for him grew despite myself.

      He chewed in silence and took a sip of his wine before he looked up. The pain in his eyes nearly knocked the wind out of me. Suddenly, I realized this was the real him. The cold man in the conference room was one facet, the teasing playboy was another, but this was a carefully hidden part. The tortured soul. The one who thought he had more flaws than he could count.

      “What happened last night?” I asked. His head jerked up, those lake-blue eyes wide. “I meant, at the bar. Sorry.” I reddened. “It seemed like I said something that upset you. If so, I apologize.”

      “Oh, that.” He shoved a hand through his hair.

      “I’m sorry for being a dick to you yesterday.” He said the words simply, and I waited. Brave, beautiful man. “The bar reminded me of some really dark times in my life and I was…very on edge.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. Why did you shut down like that?”

      “Fair enough. I wasn’t doing it on purpose.” His jaw worked and his gaze grew distant. “It’s hard for me to be here, in the country. I grew up in towns just like this, but my childhood wasn’t pleasant. I learned to play pool because I had to, slung beers because I needed the money, and taught myself to cook because no one else was there to teach me.”

      I pictured a small boy with big blue eyes and dirty clothes and clenched my hand. It felt like a stack of books had been dropped on my chest, but I didn’t react. He didn’t want my pity.

      “I’m trying to be…normal.” He spoke slowly now, choosing his words carefully. “But sometimes I see something or I hear something…and I’m right back to where it all started. Why do you think I live in the city?”

      “I get it.” I sipped my wine while I processed. How to show him I didn’t judge him? “Next time just tell me to F off though, or something. I can handle it, Jason. I’m a big girl.” I gave him a meaningful look and his eyes went wide before he laughed.

      “Yeah. I guess you are.”

      “I’m not scared of your demons. Besides, I have plenty of my own.”

      “Yeah?” He looked eager to stop talking about himself. “Like what?”

      I twirled the wine glass awkwardly in my hands. “Take your pick. You know about my failed job hunt. You know Brett is making my life hell.” I blew out a breath and avoided his gaze. “I can’t help thinking I’ve messed it all up. I feel like a tasmanian devil sometimes. Or a rat on a treadmill in some sick experiment. Just going and going and never getting anywhere.” I finally met his eyes, and they were warm, sympathetic. His mouth was soft, kissable. Don’t even think about it.

      “I understand.” He considered me. “Do you have a game plan? You can’t keep going like this. Not forever.”

      “No. Not even close.” If only. I’d love to see just a glimpse of my future. To know if I should stay at the firm, or try to follow my dreams. To know if it were possible to succeed doing something else, or if I’d fail miserably.

      “I think what you need is a break.”

      “Don’t talk to me about breaks, Mr. four hours of sleep a night,” I grumbled. “You just want me weak and soft for tomorrow.” When we’d be back in that conference room, back to being rivals.

      “You’re not weak.”

      I looked up at those warm blue eyes and I wanted to drown in them. To drown in him. To finally stop thinking and doing and planning and just be. And a break sounded really fucking good. But I couldn’t.

      “Maybe next weekend,” I said. “I still need to crush you this week.”

      He leaned forward and grinned. “Not if I crush you first.”

      My breath caught and my heart jack hammered. Like he did last night. When his hand had been hot on my hip and his mouth incendiary. When we’d just barely wrenched ourselves apart.

      I want more. I want more of him. That look on his face said he wanted it, too. I drained my wine glass and stood on shaky legs. “I’m going to shower.”

      I wanted to run from the room, but I forced myself to walk, knowing his eyes were following me the entire way.

      I soaped and lathered until my fingers were pruned, and then escaped to my bedroom, where the bed was a cloud of white cotton and an oasis of calm.

      A creak sounded from Jason’s side and I stilled. I hadn’t gotten used to the intrusiveness of hearing everything from that side of the wall, but we both were clearly trying to ignore it. There was a soft thump, and I started. It sounded like he was back to back with me. He shifted against the wall. Yep. I swallowed. What did he think about in bed? Since that night after our kitchen encounter, I hadn’t heard anything private. I heard a soft groan from his side of the wall. I take it back. My skin heated. It sounds like he’s having some private time right about now. Should I leave?

      No, I decided. This was my house too, and I wasn’t going to be chased out of bed because Jason Elliott was masturbating. He made another low noise, and I clenched my thighs together. What was he doing over there? I shut my eyes and pictured that thick cock in his hand, his eyes screwed tight with pleasure. Or maybe he had just started. Maybe he was fondling himself to full hardness under those tight black briefs I knew he wore. I slipped a single hand between my legs to where I throbbed and inhaled sharply. Oh shit. I was wet from my shower and already slippery with wanting him. I circled my fingers once, twice, little sparks of pleasure already radiating from where my fingers danced over my skin.

      The snap of elastic sounded and he made another low noise. He’s not even trying to hide it. Fuck it. I wouldn’t either. I moaned a little as I dipped a finger down and dragged some of that slickness back up. All sound from his side stopped. I let my head thump against the wall as I circled my clit, warmth already kindling in my stomach. My eyes dropped shut, as if it could help me hear him better. I was suddenly desperate for any sound from his side, desperate to know that I wasn’t in this alone.

      “Fuck, yeah, baby,” he said in a hoarse voice. The slick sound of his hand on his shaft made me arch my back into my fingers. “Oh, fuck,” he said again, this time followed by a gasp I just barely caught.

      Oh my god. Was he doing this for me?
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      She was right there. “Oh fuck,” I said. My breaths heaved. I was already close, liquid beading out over the tip of my cock, easing the way for my hand. Was she close, too? Maybe she wasn’t touching herself at all? Her breathy little moan had certainly sounded like it. I’d avoided touching myself (well, mostly), for fear that she’d hear me, but I was all out of control today. Not when each glance of hers was filled with desire, not when I was constantly aware of her and her scent and her curves and her voice.

      I tipped my head back against the wall and pictured those lush curves now, the way her breasts thrust up when she lay back, the way her eyes went all hazy when she was close to coming. If only she were here, riding me, pressing those greedy hands into my skin.

      “Oh, yes.” Her voice was raspy. Her cries sounded involuntary and my body went taut.

      I stroked a little more roughly, corkscrewing over the top of my cock in the way that always brought me to the edge. Close. But I wanted to come with her.

      “I’m so close,” I muttered. Would she hear me? This is insane. I thrust into my hand, gripping the base, imagining her face tight with pleasure, my hands on her hips, her head tipped back as she rode me.

      “Jason, I —“ She let out a small noise. She said my name. Holy shit. Her voice saying my name brought me impossibly close.

      “Fuck, I’m there too. Come with me.”

      She didn’t respond, but her little sobs of pleasure told me what I needed to know. They lit me up from the inside out. My stomach quivered, my legs shook. One hard thrust, then two, just the way I liked it, rough, wishing her voice were giving me orders, wishing I were at her mercy, and then I was coming, a low groan tearing from my throat. Her moan answered me and my cock jerked, spilling onto my stomach, pleasure searing my spine, warmth spreading through me like delicious honey. The waves of pleasure battered me until I was limp, spent.

      Holy shit. Did we really just do that? Had she really said my name?

      That was tomorrow’s problem.
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        * * *

      

      I made it to the office the next day without seeing her. I didn’t know if I could see her without pinning her to the nearest surface. And my attraction to her was a damnable distraction, what with Gene sending me emails asking if we were going to hit the deadline he’d imposed, and Mitchell leaving me incessant voicemails about the first draft of the purchase agreement.

      And Jonah and Miles would not leave me the fuck alone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        When are you back again?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I told you. When diligence is over. At least another week, maybe two.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        Someone is cranky.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, I was cranky. I couldn’t stop thinking about my roommate naked. I couldn’t have her, I was sick of this stupid, shady deal and Gene’s bullshit, and I was tired of worrying about the texts I kept getting.

      I tossed my phone down and scrubbed a hand over my face. We had a meeting in an hour with Gene and the Argan team and I needed to see some real progress from my client or I was going to scream. He was hiding something, and I was sick of making excuses for him.

      A knock sounded on the door. “What?” I barked.

      Cynthia shoved it open. “The meeting got moved up.” Her cheeks were rosy, her eyes a little too bright.

      “I missed the email,” I ground out.

      “Luckily, I’m here to tell you what to do,” she winked and my breath caught.

      “I don’t need anyone to tell me what to do,” I muttered. I really do, though. I fucking love it.

      “You love it,” she replied, with an eye roll. My breath hitched. Did she know? No way. She couldn’t know.

      We made our way to the conference room, silent, strained. This floor was always empty. It was frankly creepy. We were the only two people I ever saw amongst all the bland office furniture scattered on the sea of beige carpet like depressing icebergs, underneath a popcorn ceiling sky. We pushed opened the conference room door. Let’s get this shit over with it.
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      The only word I could use to describe today was awkward. Jason and I sat across the conference room table from each other while our clients discussed the additional financial disclosures that Gene had begrudgingly provided. Sunlight streamed in, making Jason’s golden hair shine and his stubble glimmer. His jaw was clenched and the under-eye circles were back. He and I were barely looking at each other, but I’d noticed a flush over those cut-glass cheekbones when he’d seen me this morning.

      Thank all that was holy, I’d been able to avoid him until we got to the office. Because last night had been insane. What had possessed me to say his name? Of all things. I wanted to shake myself until I saw reason. And of course he had loved it. In fact, I had the impression that his name on my lips had sent him over the edge, at least judging by the groan he’d made. I was getting turned on just thinking about it.

      His stare was carefully blank, as if we were strangers. Ok, jerk. I guess it was for the best that one of us was able to maintain some composure. But it still bothered me how quickly he was able to flip from moaning my name to pretending I was nothing but opposing counsel. Maybe he’d always have one up on me. The thought rankled.

      “Isn’t that right, Cynthia?” My client questioned. I hadn’t been paying attention. Crap.

      “Can you repeat the point, please?” I asked, my face heating.

      “We think the auditors should be provided with everything they need to complete their review of these entities,” the Argan CFO repeated.

      “Correct,” I added.

      Gene glowered and looked at Jason. Jason was silent.

      “They’ll be provided in the next package of materials,” Gene ground out. “Jason, I’m sure you’ll produce them soon, right?”

      Jason’s head jerked in Gene’s direction. His gaze was hard. Weird. I didn’t usually look at my clients like that. Like I wanted to murder them and hoped no one ever found the body.

      “Great, thank you,” my client continued. “And Cynthia, when will you have our remaining list of requests prepared?”

      “By this evening,” I responded quickly.

      “I’m going to need it sooner.” Jason cut in and his client smirked.

      “It will be ready tonight,” I said slowly, looking him in the eye. Asshole. This was his game. With any other opposing counsel I would have agreed to accommodate them, but he always pushed like this, trying to throw you off and make himself seem important.

      “It is imperative that I receive it before then, Ms. Kade.” He frowned, as if this whole deal were about to go off the rails.

      “We are preparing it as fast as we can, Mr. Elliott. Tonight should be more than enough time for your team to gather everything we need by Wednesday. Unless you think there’s an issue on your side with staffing?” I said this through clenched teeth. Take that. His eyes glittered at my response.

      “You seem a little distracted. Perhaps if we discuss later, we can figure out a way to get this done sooner.” He said it like he was swooping in to save the day and I saw red.

      “We don’t need to discuss anything. I told you I’ll have it to you tonight.”

      My client shifted awkwardly. “No need for this to get fraught,” she said with a small laugh.

      Gene snorted. “I don’t mind.”

      Yeah, he fucking didn’t. My hand clenched around my pen. Why is Jason acting like this? Yeah, he’d been in a bad mood. And yeah, this was kind of his thing. Maybe he was trying to impress his client? Was I impressing mine? Fuck, I hated floundering, and I only seemed to do it on deals with him. He sent me careening out of control and I hated it.

      “Ms. Kade. Did you have comments on the document I sent you Friday?” Jason asked. A reasonable question. I would have responded already, but I’d been too distracted by him. My face flamed.

      “They’re almost ready. I’ll send them when we get out of this meeting.”

      Jason opened his mouth like he was about to say something. Gene gave an evil smile. “Tell her what to do.”

      “I don’t need Mr. Elliott to tell me what to do. Our team is on top of things,” I said crisply. “Mr. Elliott, unless you need me to tell you what to do?” It made no sense, but I needed to turn the tables, and fast.

      Jason’s whole body jerked and his expression shuttered. What had I said?

      “Is that all?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” My client dropped the call, and I stayed seated, watching Gene gather his materials and shuffle out. He looked far too pleased with Jason’s behavior.

      As soon as he left, I sprang out of my chair. “So you’re his attack dog now? Do you enjoy that?” I spat.

      “Just doing my job,” Jason responded mildly, but the flex of his jaw belied his cool words.

      “You embarrassed me in front of my client, Jason. What the hell? You didn’t need to make it look like I was unprepared. You didn’t need to pressure me.” My voice rose with each word. This was exactly the kind of thing that would get back to Gerald and come back to hurt me.

      How could you do this? I didn’t say.

      He finally looked at me. His blue eyes were hard and his face was tight. “Nothing about our living situation is going to change how I conduct myself in business.”

      “The way you conduct yourself is shitty,” I shot back.

      “My clients don’t think so.” He looked smug.

      “That’s because he’s a thug like you’re pretending to be. This isn’t the real you, Jason.”

      He leapt up and leaned over the table. “You don’t know the real me.” He hissed the words and his eyes were cold. What the hell?

      I stepped back at his venom. “Noted.” I gathered my materials and left. Asshole. I had to hold on to my anger, because if I didn’t, I would cry.

      I drove furiously on the way home. Finishing the rest of the day from home wasn’t brave, but I was done being brave today. I clenched my hands on the wheel. Why do you care? Jason had always been like this. He’d tormented me on deals countless times. But it had never felt so personal. It had never felt so much like betrayal.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I was curled on the plush navy couch, doing work and trying to forget about Jason when my email pinged. His name popped up. I ground my teeth together and turned off my notifications. Freaking asshole.

      I angrily typed out my revisions to the purchase agreement. Jason’s clients were not forthcoming enough and, if I were being honest, I was getting a little spooked. This agreement needed to be ironclad.

      My phone rang. Why wouldn’t he leave me alone? You have to answer. It’s work. I sighed and hit accept.

      “What do you want?”

      “A meeting to go over the next batch of diligence requests.”

      “Jason. It’s two pm. I said end of day. Do you need me to use smaller words?” I clenched my jaw in frustration.

      “Let’s just have a quick meeting. Meet me in the conference room.”

      “I’m at home. And in any case, I wouldn’t meet with you. You are insufferable and you make me want to push you into traffic.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

      “If you want to meet, it can happen at the house.” My turf. For the moment, at least.

      He hung up, and I slumped back in my chair. He was relentless. This is why he was the best. His profile had been featured in Chambers as a rising star. I knew that Mr. And Mrs. Harris were his personal clients. I had to admit a grudging respect for him, even if I hated his methods. But respect for him didn’t mean I had to lose all respect for myself. He was toying with me, trying to control the deal, and that wouldn’t stand. I needed to establish some boundaries during this meeting. We were equals, and I was tired of fighting him.

      Not twenty minutes later, I heard his car in the driveway and I scrambled to seat myself at the dining table, like I was confident and in control.

      He strode in, looking serious and calm. I wanted him riled and undone. Like I was. Like he was in his unguarded moments. He sat down across from me and gave me a breezy smile. I narrowed my eyes. “We need to discuss some ground rules for this negotiation.”

      He sat up straighter at my tone.

      “First of all, insulting me in front of my clients is not going to fly. It’s unprofessional and disrespectful. Second of all, your team needs to start cooperating with our diligence requests. Speak to your partner, your client, whatever you need. I don’t care.” I slashed my hand through the air. “This is going to drag on for months and it’s wasting our time and our clients’ money. That is unacceptable.” His expression hardened at my words and his jaw flexed. Good. You should be annoyed. This is a farce.

      “God, you’re hot when you’re angry.” His eyes ate me up.

      “That’s all you have to say for yourself?” My frustration bubbled up. “You can start by apologizing. Your utter lack of respect for me is appalling.”

      “For what? I’m advocating for my client. And I respect the hell out of you. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be trying so hard. You’re freaking brilliant.” His expression was intense and my stomach fluttered. He continued. “I don’t disagree that the process could be more efficient, but I’m just doing my job.”

      “Stop!” I leapt up. I could not sit still while this man messed with my head. “I’m so glad to know you respect me. Thank you so much for that. Why are you making this so damn difficult, then?”

      I leaned against the wall and looked at the ceiling. For strength, or inspiration, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was at my breaking point. Jason’s chair creaked, and when I looked down, he was right there, his hot blue eyes and his broad shoulders filling my vision. He looked wild.

      “You want to know why I’m making this so difficult for you?” He hissed the words.

      I swallowed. Something was different. Careful. “Yes. I do. Because I know you’re tough, but this is on another level.”

      He braced a hand over my head. His breath shushed over my lips and I shivered slightly. God, he was hot, and I was so disgustingly affected by him. Arousal hummed through my blood, making me slow.

      “Because you drive me fucking crazy. I can’t stop thinking about you. I want your hands on my body and your mouth on mine.” He gestured at the bulge in his pants. “I’m half hard for you all day at work.” He shook his head ruefully. “And living with you? That’s torture. I can’t escape.” He leaned his forehead against mine. One heartbeat. Two. Mine thudded slowly. His sounded loud in the silence. “The problem is, I don’t think I want to escape. Last night was so hot.” I swallowed hard. Yeah, it was really hot for me too.

      “You know what I pictured the entire time I stroked myself?” His words were soft, winding around me, pulling me in.

      “What?” I breathed, though I thought I knew the answer.

      “You,” he said.

      I must have been insane, because I heard myself ask, “What would you do, if you could have more than one night?” For a breath, he pulled back, stared at me, his eyes searching mine.

      “I would make you mine,” he murmured, and kissed me. His mouth came down hard on mine and I melted under him. Yes, yes. He kissed with complete focus, those soft lips insistent, like he might die if I didn’t reciprocate. He tasted good, and forbidden. But right now, I didn’t care that he was my rival. I slipped my hands up his body and kissed him back. He groaned into my mouth and speared rough hands into my hair. He’d wound it around his hand that night. I wanted that again. His lips slipped over mine and he nibbled at my bottom lip. Already, my legs were heavy, my pulse throbbing between them. Soon, so soon. My body clearly remembered how good we’d been together.

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve wanted to bite this lip,” he whispered against me.

      “So bite me.” The shudder of his body at my words sent a thrill through me.

      He stilled, his forehead against mine. “Cynthia. This has to be enough. Do you understand?” He pulled back just enough for his blue eyes to search mine.

      “You mean because you never do more than one night?”

      “Yes.” His breaths puffed out against my cheek, where he cradled me like a precious object, all while he tore me down. “We can have fun just this once. I’ve wanted you so badly. I can’t focus on working. Let’s get this out of our systems.”

      Just this once. Could I do that? Wasn’t I already dangerously close to the edge with him? Fuck it. If he would take his pleasure where he could find it, then I would, too.

      “I understand. Bite me already.”

      He bit down hard and I came off the wall and against his chest. He deepened the kiss, and I gave no quarter. Our lips and teeth clashed. His hand in my hair sought to control me, his thumb on my hip pressed hard enough to bruise. My anger at his rejection pulsed through me, along with the lust I felt at his drugging kisses.

      My stomach was heavy and legs were weak. I wanted more, needed to be closer. I hauled myself against him, my hands running over his skin, biting at his lip, drinking in each gasp and each twitch of his muscles, tangling my tongue with his.

      “Jason, more.”

      “Fuck,” he whispered, and slammed me against the wall.

      He pinned me with his hips and his hands, the hardness of his erection insistent against my stomach. So close to where I needed him, and so far. He hitched me up and ground me down onto him like he knew what I needed. He probably did. That one night, he’d anticipated my needs better than I had. One rock of his hips, two. I moaned. The pressure was so good.

      “You like that?” His voice was thick.

      “Do it again.”

      He grinned savagely and pressed forward. I arched off the wall.

      “I could come like this.”

      “No.” His voice was forceful, and he grabbed my jaw. My heart thumped wildly, and my body thrummed with arousal.

      He rolled his hips into me again, his eyes hot on mine. “You don’t come like this. You come on my cock, or not at all.”

      I hated taking his orders at work, but here? God, it was hot.

      “So, this is what you’re into?”

      “It’s some of it,” he said against my neck. “I like to play, sweetheart. Now turn around.” He spun me and pressed me against the wall, his erection digging into me, his hands keeping my breasts flush to the hard surface, but my hips jutting back. I pressed back against him and he inhaled sharply. “Stop that.” He grabbed my hip, his fingers digging in almost to the point of pain. “Hands against the wall.”

      I complied, shivering. Where was this going? He unzipped my skirt and pulled it down. Cool air drifted over my skin, where it was exposed under my thin tights. He hissed a breath, and then his warm palm landed on the right cheek of my ass.

      “Can you handle a little pain?” His voice was tight.

      “I think so.” I’d never really experimented, but I desperately wanted to.

      “Let’s find out.” He breathed and smacked my ass.
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      Cynthia let out a cry and then a moan. She likes this. A rush went through me at her reactions. Fuck yes. I was already impossibly hard under the fine wool of my suit, but I ignored it. The delayed pleasure was better than anything.

      I smoothed a hand down that perfect curve and smacked her again, before soothing the sting with soft fingers. She shuddered and threatened to slide to the floor.

      “One more, ok?”

      “This is insane,” she panted, and I grinned.

      I brushed my thumb over the curve of one soft cheek, then the other. “Why insane?”

      “Because I hate how cold you are at the office, but this…” She let out a breathy sigh. “This is great.”

      My stomach twisted. I’d been a prick earlier. Too scared that she might have discovered how much I wanted her in control, that my client might learn my secrets. That’s no excuse.

      My hand stilled, and I leaned over to press my lips to her shoulder. That perfect little divot fit my mouth so well.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed against her skin. “Forgive me?”

      She stilled, considering.

      “I’ll tell you what.” I palmed her ass again, digging in my fingers and then relaxing them, a preview of the pain to come. “Think about how much you hate me.” Another hard grasp. “Think about how much you’d like to scream in my face. How crazy I make you. How frustrated you are. Are you there?”

      She gave a short nod.

      “Good girl. Now —” I gently caressed the other cheek and then brought my hand back. “Let it go.” Thwap. My palm came down hard on the fleshiest part and she screamed and went limp against the wall.

      I caught her as she sank down, lifted her in my arms, carried her to the couch. She was shaking with want.

      “Jason, I need you,” she panted.

      “I know, I’m there. Fuck, I don’t know where I put the condoms.”

      “I’m on the pill. I’m clean. Are you?”

      “Yes, one hundred percent.” I eased the zipped down on my slacks, pushing them off onto the floor, my briefs too. She watched me through heavy lids, a satisfied smile on her face.

      “Are you ready for me? I don’t think I can wait.” I reached down and found where her stockings were wet. My brows went up, and she blushed. “Oh, you’re fucking soaked.” I smiled slowly. “Good.” I ripped the stockings. “Because.” I shoved her lacy thong to the side. “I’m going to fuck you now.”

      “Give it to me.” She bit the order out. Little sparks danced over my skin, pulled my groin tight. Hell yes.

      The first press of my cock against her was heaven, and then I pushed in, inch by glorious inch, and thought I might lose my mind. She arched up under me, pressing closer, writhing on the couch.

      “Jason, yes,” she hissed.

      “I know, I know.” I seated myself fully and rolled my hips. “You feel so good.” A choked sound tore from my throat and I increased my pace. “I don’t think I can last. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t. Care,” she ground out, her eyes shut and her face slack.

      She was already pulsing around me, already close. I fucked her in slick, heavy thrusts, our desperate breaths mingling. I gripped her hips with punishing fingers, hoping I wasn’t too much, praying she loved this as much as I did. Every time I was a little rough, she shuddered, so I gave her more, until she was a gasping mess beneath me, and I was so close to finishing.

      I flicked quick fingers over her clit and she cried out. Again. Again. I timed each roll of my hips to it until her sobbing breaths and the clenching of her orgasm around me had my stomach flipping, my groin tightening. Oh shit. This soon? God, she was too good. I was coming before I even realized it, the orgasm rolling through me with the force of a thunderstorm, rewriting my being.

      I slumped over her, still inside her, shuddering. Her hand came up to trace idly over my sides. How could a second time ever be enough?

      “That was…” She cleared her throat. “Holy shit. That was amazing.”

      I pulled out slowly, already missing her, and straightened to see a small, relaxed smile on her face. I grinned back. “Yeah. That was pretty fucking awesome.” Understatement of the century. She’s the best you’ve ever had.

      “Even if it was pretty quick.” I paused, embarrassed. “I took care of myself in the shower earlier, but you drive me wild.”

      “That’s hot,” she murmured. “Oh no, I shower in there, too.” Her face fell as she remembered, and I burst out laughing.

      “Something to think about next time you’re in there alone.” I winked, and she smiled back at me.

      Warmth bloomed in my chest at the shared moment. She wasn’t so bad, this woman. No, she’s actually pretty fucking great. Everything I’d look for. If I were looking, that is. She took everything I threw at her and gave it right back. I admired her as she pulled up her ripped stockings and straightened her clothes. A little tendril of fear snuck its way into my heart as I watched her. She could so easily destroy my carefully erected barriers. And then she will reject you too, right after you broke all your rules for her. This interlude hadn’t been enough. I already craved more. Fool. That can’t happen. I took a step back, the dark emotions in me cooling my desire. I didn’t wait to see her reaction before heading to the shower.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was just hours after our life-changing couch sex, and I wanted her again. I was hiding in my room and texting Jonah and Miles in a bid to delay the inevitable.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I’m so fucked, guys.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        What happened?

      

      

      

      

      

      He responded instantly, and I smiled. Miles was always there when you needed him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        Stop fucking texting and pay attention to the meeting. George is going to stab you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned at that. Miles’ chief of staff was intense. They managed Miles the way they managed their boyfriend: with lots of threats to cut off his coffee supply and incessant updates via text and email.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        I could say the same to you. And George loves me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Love was a strong word. George barely tolerated Miles’ bullshit on the best of days.

      And then a minute later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        Jason what’s up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I slept with my roommate again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        A second night

      

      

      

      

      

      The text came in immediately, with no punctuation. Jonah knew I didn’t do this.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Yeah, a second night. And I want more. She’s opposing counsel on this deal.

      

      

      

      

      

      That said it all. She was fucking amazing and the last person I should be fooling around with.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        You’re a fucking idiot.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was Jonah for you. Pulling no punches. My lips quirked, despite his harsh tone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        Be easy man.

      

      

      

      

      

      Miles frequently played the role of peacemaker in our little trio.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        What the hell am I going to do?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Do you like her?

      

      

      

      

      

      Miles was also a romantic deep down, had been pining for the same girl since college. A girl he hadn’t spoken to in years. He’d deny it now that he was engaged to his cold and horrible fiancée, but I knew he still thought about her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I could.

      

      

      

      

      

      And there it was. The horrible truth. I could so easily fall for her. She was everything I wanted. Smart, beautiful, fun, driven. She completed the crossword, for fuck’s sake. And she had jagged edges like I did. That’s what drew me in the most. Her darkness and her fire made for an enticing combination.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        Forget liking her. Can’t you get in a ton of trouble for fooling around?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Yeah, especially with the talk I got from Mitchell..

      

      

      

      

      

      What was I even looking for them to say? I knew the answer in my bones. Don’t sleep with her, don’t think about her, don’t even breathe her way unless it’s to beat her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I’m not sure I can treat her like a rival after this, though.

      

      

      

      

      

      The real truth. I was weak. Fucking hell.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        You know what I’d do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I do. You’d forget this happened and then you’d destroy her.

      

      

      

      

      

      You should do the same.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        Fuck that. I made that mistake once. I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. Don’t listen to him.

      

      

      

      

      

      My throat tightened. What if I just let myself like her? For the rest of our time here, at least? That is, if she had accepted my apology. Sex didn’t cure everything, and she’d looked like she was about to cry when she’d left the office earlier.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        But if you’re into her, I say go for it, and damn the consequences.

      

      

      

      

      

      Panic clawed up my throat, and I quickly started shucking my clothes for my second run of the day. At this rate, I would be an Olympic distance runner. Just a few miles to clear my head and I would come back, have dinner, and be fucking normal for a few hours. And apologize.
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            CYNTHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      From my spot on the couch, I watched Jason bang out the front door for a run like the hounds of hell were on his heels. I shook my head and went back to the novel I’d found on one of the living room shelves. He was an insane person. Running at seven pm? No, thank you.

      After a few minutes, my phone lit up with a text from my brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Devon

      

      
        Mom called. It’s surgery.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh no. I immediately FaceTimed him. He picked up, and the weathered wood behind him and bright light told me he was outside in his yard in California.

      “Hey sis.” He gave me a warm smile. Devon was sweetness and light compared to me. A little bit dopey, but lovable. My parents frequently opened up to him more than they did to me, because he took everything in stride. And then he immediately told me about it, of course.

      “So you talked to mom?”

      His smile dropped. “Yeah.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Dad needs surgery. They’re scheduling it now. And then a few months of bed rest and physical therapy.”

      “Shit.”

      “Exactly what I said. I could see Mom was worried. She’s trying to keep it together for me, but she’s stressed.”

      “Typical. So that’s a few months out of work… I’m assuming their insurance will pay for the surgery?”

      “It won’t.”

      “How do you know?” My stomach dropped.

      “Dad’s only been working part time for the city. You need 20 hours to get benefits.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I jumped off the couch and started pacing. “I can’t believe they didn’t tell us this. They must have known. He’s been part time for years!”

      Devon was nodding. “They’re so secretive. They never want us to worry, well, mostly you, but they have so much pride.”

      “Yeah, well, their stupid pride can go kick rocks,” I muttered, and he laughed.

      “They’re on Medicaid now anyway, so they have something. But Mom doesn’t think it will be covered. Apparently, because physical therapy would be effective in most cases, it’s considered elective.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “I know. And dad won’t do the PT, so here we are. It’s a ton of money for the surgery.”

      I paced as I thought. “I have to give them the money, Dev. It’s the best solution.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Then what the hell am I supposed to do?” I exploded.

      “Nothing! You’re not their parent, sis. They’re adults. They can figure it out. I’m not saying don’t give them the money, I’m just saying you don’t have to.” He sounded too reasonable, and I made a face at him. “Besides, I know what it costs you to do this. And I don’t mean financially,” he added quietly.

      It cost me a lot. I had done this before. Between the mountain of student loans I had paid off and the emergencies over the years, this dance had become old hat. Devon had needed rent money for months when he had lost his job and been kicked out of a horrible living situation. $15k down the drain when I had been a fourth year associate. My mom had gotten into a car accident and been sued. I’d helped her pay the judgment, so Dad’s wages wouldn’t be garnished. Every time something like this happened, it was another year at the firm. Another year I might not have if I got fired.

      At my silence he added, “You need to live for you, Cynth, not them. What do you want? Just think about it.”

      I sighed. “Love you, Dev.”

      “Love you too.”

      He hung up, and I flopped back on the couch.

      I didn’t want to deal with this right now. Between my lack of exit options, Gerald’s ultimatum, Brett trying to oust me, the stress of this deal…panic made my stomach churn. It was all too much, and I didn’t see a way to succeed except to win and beg Gerald to make partner. If I made partner, I would be a millionaire, I’d show stupid Brett up and I’d never have to worry about my family again. And I’d be miserable. You need to live for you. Thanks for that, Dev. Only one of us could be an independent filmmaker with not a care in the world in this family, and it was not going to be me. Besides, I didn’t have any concrete plans. I must have sent fifty job applications over the last twelve months. Human Rights Defense had been the only one to respond. What did that leave me with? A vague idea to bank all my firm earnings and take a job doing public interest work? When my family needed me? Maybe it was time to grow up and leave that pipe dream behind.

      I ground my palms against my eyes. I needed a distraction. Jason had his running, at least. Maybe I could try to make dinner? It worked for him, so it couldn’t be impossible. I typically survived on takeout and nights out with Margo or my parents, but I could handle at least a grilled cheese sandwich.

      I opened the fridge in the kitchen, and wow. Jason had really stocked this thing. There was enough food to feed an army. Protein shakes, all sorts of cheeses, what looked like five pounds of kale, leftover chicken. Ooh, leftovers. That I couldn’t mangle. Maybe chicken salad? I did a quick Google search. Ok, that didn’t look too difficult…hmm. I needed to make a sauce. I started grabbing ingredients and putting them on the counter, happy to be busy, until I heard a scratching at the wall. I froze. It happened again.

      “Oh no you don’t, little beastie,” I muttered. Like most New Yorkers, I had no tolerance for critters. When cockroaches were as big as birds and could fly just as quickly, you developed a healthy aversion to anything that could creep into your home. The scratching continued and I scrambled to search through the drawers until I found a rolling pin. I stilled, trying to pinpoint where the sound was coming from.

      There. Under the sink. I advanced, slowly, stealthily. I opened the cabinet and waited, searching the depths behind the garbage can and the cleaning supplies. I caught a flash of movement, and then a small shape scampered out.

      “Got you!” I cried and swung the rolling pin. Instead of hitting the little monster, I hit myself in the shin and fell to the ground.

      “God dammit.” I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. Today could not get any worse.

      Jason’s footsteps sounded faintly, and then louder as he neared, until he came into view above me. Shirtless, of course. His skin was pebbled from the cool night and his running pants hung low on his hips. His chest rose and fell with quick breaths as he stared down at me, his lips curving in a smile.

      “Why are you never wearing a shirt?” I grumbled. His smile widened.

      “Why are you on the floor?” He retorted.

      “Thought I would check out the view from down here.” I realized how dirty that sounded and I flushed. “I was trying to make dinner and then I heard a critter and tried to kill it. And failed miserably.”

      His eyes laughed at me. “A critter, eh? And you tried to brain it with a rolling pin?”

      “Tried. And failed.” I made a face.

      “You’re a bloodthirsty one. Up you go.” He reached out his hand, and I stared at it for a beat too long before accepting his help. He smoothly pulled me up, and I let myself ogle him just the smallest amount. Yum. He smelled like night air and sweat, and man. Jason Elliott just after a run was not a sight I would forget anytime soon.

      “So what were you going to make?” He surveyed the kitchen like a general.

      “Um, chicken salad? I found a recipe online, and it seemed doable.” I was stupidly nervous. I hated appearing weak in front of men, especially men in my profession. Better to be strong, untouchable.

      “Do you want help?” He eyed me like he knew the answer would be no. Normally, it would be. I didn’t ask for help and I rarely accepted it when offered. But his eyes held no judgment.

      “Would you mind? I’m honestly out of my depth. It would be nice to learn.” I gave him a tentative smile. He pulled out ingredients, directed me to cut celery, and started pulling the chicken apart.

      We worked in silence for a while, until he cleared his throat.

      “I’m sorry about earlier. In the conference room. I was having a bad day.”

      I startled. His head was down, but spots of red rode his cheekbones. “Well, you shouldn’t have taken it out on me.”

      He finally looked up, and the apology in his eyes made me soften. “You’re right,” he said simply. “I shouldn’t have.”

      “Apology accepted. That wasn’t even the worst thing that happened today.” I sighed. “I just got a call from my brother. My family is too much sometimes.”

      “What are they like?” His voice was quiet.

      “They’re quirky, but great. I mean, they’re a huge pain in the ass, but that makes them family, right?” He didn’t respond, just hmmed noncommittally. That’s right, he might not know what that’s like. My chest ached. “I have a younger brother who lives in California. Devon. He’s amazing but a total goof. I support him financially when he inevitably follows his latest dream. He’s an independent filmmaker and incredibly good at it, but it pays peanuts. My Mom is the ultimate mom, except for the lack of cooking. She always fusses over us when we come home. And my dad is that guy from Queens. He loves the Mets, works for the city and has serious opinions on street food.”

      “It sounds like you really love them.” I swore I heard longing in his voice and I turned from my chopping.

      He was whisking something, head down, shoulders tense.

      “I do. They drive me crazy, but I do love them.” He didn’t look up at me. It looked almost like he steeled himself before he turned, his eyes dark.

      “It’s not always roses, though.” Something in me was desperate to reach out to this man, to forge a connection.

      “What do you mean?

      “Well, my dad’s old injury is flaring up and he might need surgery. I have to help. My parents have sacrificed so much for me and my brother.” I paused. Jason’s stare was heavy as he listened. “My family is amazing, but sometimes, the weight of family obligation becomes too much to bear.” As the words came out, I realized how true they were. I shrugged and looked away from him.

      “Is it terrible to admit that I’m a little bit jealous?”

      I looked up at him, surprised. “You’re jealous?”

      “Yeah.” His lips quirked. “It sounds silly, given what you just told me, but I have no idea what it’s like to live for someone else. I’ve always lived only for me. Ever since I, ah, left home. It must be nice. I mean, at times.”

      Pain lanced me in the chest. “I feel selfish for complaining.”

      “No, please, don’t. It’s nice hearing about them. I just wish I knew what it was like.” He was so calm, so steady, still chopping away. I wanted to scream in his family’s faces, wanted to shake him and tell him I’d be that person for him. The words were on the tip of my tongue. What the hell? No, you won’t.

      “Did you know your birth parents?” I asked quietly. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “I didn’t. Not really. I mean, I have flashes here and there, but they aren’t good.” He looked lost for a moment and then shook his head. “Most of what I know, I learned from my first foster family. I do remember being hungry, though. The neighbors had called the cops on my birth mother after twenty-four hours of listening to me scream for food.” He gave a tiny shrug. “Probably why I’m so obsessed with it now.”

      My chest felt like it might crack in two at his admission. I put my knife carefully on the counter and stepped toward him. Before he could react, I looped my arms around his waist and pressed my cheek to his back. He tensed, then relaxed under me. I felt the soft thump of his heart and the vibration of his breaths under my cheek and I squeezed him tighter, trying to show him without words that I would be there for him, even if others hadn’t been.

      I pulled away and gave him a little smile. His eyes were slightly wide, his soft mouth surprised.

      He considered me for a minute, taking in my face, my messy hair, my stupid oversized sweatshirt. His lips quirked at the saying on it. “New York or nowhere?”

      I blushed. “New York or nowhere. Even if my family weren’t there, I’d still live in New York. It’s the only place someone like me can be accepted.”

      He arched a brow. “Hot and dangerous?”

      I laughed. “No, loud and bossy. Too many shoes and too many opinions.” I shook my head. “I don’t think the country is doing it for me. All this exposure therapy isn’t working.”

      He grinned. “Just wait until this weekend. I was thinking we could go to the festival. Maybe wrangle something?”

      I snorted. “The only thing I’ll be wrangling is something deep fried, but let’s do it. Maybe some insight into this place will be good for me.”

      “Maybe you’ll even start liking beer.” His voice was dry and teasing.

      “Don’t get your hopes up.”
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      Cynthia and I had reached a tentative truce at work. I hesitated to call it friendship exactly, because being friends with the work version of Cynthia was like befriending a rabid lioness. But her emails to me now included punctuation, and she had stopped talking to me like I was an eight-year-old who had suddenly been staffed on a merger.

      For my part, I was making a concerted effort not to torment her. In fact, I was having to make an effort not to think about her at all, which wasn’t helped by the fact that she seemed to be everywhere. In the kitchen when I needed water, smiling at me and looking too gorgeous to handle, walking back from the bathroom when I was headed there, forcing me to sidle by her in the hallway.

      I was rapidly coming to realize that having sex with her again had fundamentally broken something in me. I thought about her constantly. She was a forbidden fruit I couldn’t have, and of course, I wanted her even more because of it. Had I been unaffected before? It was hard to imagine. She’d turned the tables on me now. She seemed to revel in innuendo, and her skirts got shorter every day. Just this morning, she’d asked me to grab some paper towels in the kitchen because she was “all wet.”

      My phone dinged. It was her. My hand hovered over the phone and I flipped it over. I was not going to look. I was going to work. I clicked into my email and started preparing an update for Nisha. She was the co-head of our group and the senior partner on most of Mitchell’s clients. I lasted two minutes before I opened my phone to see her message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        It’s freezing in here. Does your client not make enough to keep the heat on?

      

      

      

      

      

      The side of my mouth kicked up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I actually told them to turn it off on your side of the floor.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Careful. I might make you switch offices with me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Not a chance. There’s a window in here. I’m living in luxury. You’ll have to kill me first.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        I can be very persuasive.

      

      

      

      

      

      A frisson of excitement went through me. Damn, she was fun. I should not have been texting her right now, and somehow that made it better. That always made it better.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        I’m listening…

      

      

      

      

      

      Her typing bubble appeared and then disappeared. I waited with baited breath.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        Well, if I can’t convince you, I could always tie you to the table.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was instantly hard. Did she have any idea what she was doing to me? I dismissed the thought. She didn’t know about my predilections, but I couldn’t help but wonder…would she ever want to try that? Images of her leaning over me filled my head. I would ask her to tighten the restraints just to the edge of pain, just to the point where my hips could piston into her but that was all, just to the point where I could finally lose control. She might. Arousal sang through my blood. Of any woman I had met outside the apps, she might be the most suited to playing.

      Stop. If two nights meant I couldn’t stop thinking about her, three nights would have me obsessed with her. For just a second, I let myself fantasize. Ignore all the reasons we couldn’t be together. Pretend I wouldn’t get fired for fraternizing with her. What if I weren’t fundamentally broken? We could be so good.

      I gritted my teeth, responded “haha” and went back to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I was waiting outside of Gene Delafonte’s office while he chewed someone out on the phone, loudly, and without a care as to who might hear him. I guess no one was typically in this office to overhear anything. Just another oddity to add to my list. Gene seemed to be here just a few hours a day, storming around the halls in his oversized suits and gold necklace.

      “Then make sure it fucking stays quiet!” His voice rose, and I heard a muffled response from the other person on speaker phone.

      “I will make this your problem.” He lowered his voice slightly, and I strained to hear. “This will not be the thing that takes this company down. We’re almost out and this needs to go smoothly. Handle it.”

      He slammed the receiver down and I jumped. That sounded bad. That sounded…illegal. Fuck. Maybe I was taking it out of context. I waited a few minutes and then made my steps audible as I approached the door and knocked.

      “Yeah, come in.”

      I entered to find Gene finishing a sandwich, mustard on his tie and his feet up on the desk.

      “What’s up?” No ‘how are you’, no attempt to be polite. This man was a slug. I schooled my face and unbuttoned my jacket before I sat. I hated dealing with Gene, but the company didn’t have a lawyer and he was our main point of contact.

      “I want to walk through some of the revisions the TJR team requested on the purchase agreement.”

      “Those idiots.” He snorted and took a bite of his sandwich.

      “Yes.” I gave him a slight, forced smile, so he knew I was on his side, even though I normally didn’t tolerate this type of behavior from clients.

      He raised a brow, and I opened my copy of the document Cynthia had sent over this morning.

      “So I know we’ve been pretty tight on what we’ve provided during diligence, but it’s leading to some unusually strict representations in the agreement.” I kept my voice neutral and made sure to use “we,” so he knew I wasn’t antagonizing him. What I really meant was, ‘you’re being an unreasonable ass, so of course the other side picked up on it.’

      “Such as?” He smirked.

      “They’re making an aggressive request on the litigation representations. Is there anything else we can give them in the diligence materials so they have more comfort?”

      “Nope. We don’t get sued. We handle shit before it gets to court.” He sounded smug.

      Well, that was ominous.

      “Okay, what about the environmental hazard reports for the store sites? We didn’t produce anything saying the city had signed off on the environmental analysis for the new stores. Those are a significant part of the expansion plan. They’re asking for substantial concessions if we don’t produce them. We’re talking several million dollars if it turns out the reports weren’t obtained.” As well they should, because failing to follow the city rules meant the chain couldn’t expand.

      A flash of irritation crossed Gene’s face, but he masked it and smoothly responded, “No one at the city had any issues. I’ll see what I can find.”

      “That would be great.” Asshole. I cleared my throat. “Last item is the employment contracts. It says here that no employees are to be retained above the store level. So no one in corporate? Is that right? Argan is going to make us pay if they have to replace everyone.”

      “Yes, it’s right.” I could see his irritation growing with me and I tamped down my response.

      “Gene, this is all highly unusual. We have to be more forthcoming or we won’t be able to push this acquisition through.”

      “I thought that’s what we paid you for.” His words were daggers.

      “Yes, but I can only work with what I’m provided.” I clenched my jaw. “If there’s anything else, you think could help us out, please send it along. We’ll review everything before it goes to the other side.” My patience was admirable.

      “Well golly gee, I’ll just get right on that.” He turned to his computer. “Now, if that’s all, I have some actual work to do.”

      Stone-faced, I rose and escorted myself out, icy with rage. This guy was such a fucking prick. If only he weren’t my client. I’d love to get just one good punch in.

      I strode through the halls and ended up at Cynthia’s office. Why was I even here? I rapped my knuckles against the door. I couldn’t be alone with my thoughts right now.

      “Come in. Oh it’s you.” Her voice was a little breathless and a spark of heat went through me.

      “It’s me. Can we get lunch? I need a break.” Her eyes went wide. I guess because I never took breaks. Am I letting on too much? Screw it. I was done with Gene.

      “Sure, of course.” Something in my black expression must have spurred her into action, because she scrambled up and we quickly headed outside into the crisp air. I took a shuddering breath when we finally exited the building.

      “Are you finally losing it on me? Is it the cows? You can tell me. I promise to only partially use it against you.” Her voice was dry and teasing and I huffed a laugh.

      “No, Gene Delafonte is just a raging dick.” Deep breaths. In and out. Don’t let the anger control you. “Let’s walk for a few minutes. The diner is just ten minutes down the road.”

      We headed down the street in silence, my longer strides eating up the pavement.

      “Slow down,” she protested. “I wore my flats today, but I’m not a long-distance runner like you.”

      I turned to see Cynthia a few steps behind me, giving me a baleful glare, as she did her best to keep up in her navy skirt suit and flats.

      I laughed helplessly at her murderous expression, and she glared harder.

      “Is something funny, counselor? Perhaps I have something on my face? I’ll have you know, I’m a very fast walker normally. It’s this stupid skirt. I feel like a penguin.” She made an awkward waddling motion.

      “Stop, stop.” My stomach hurt from laughing. A welcome change from the murderous rage I felt around my client.

      She rolled her eyes, but kept going. “Try to keep up,” she tossed over her shoulder and I followed, entranced by her. I made sure to shorten my strides and not leave her in the dust again.

      After a few minutes of walking side-by-side, she glanced over. “So, what’s up?”

      I speared a hand through my hair. I couldn’t be as honest with her as I would like. She was opposing counsel, and I had a duty to my client to keep my suspicions to myself.

      “I just had a very difficult conversation with Gene. He’s a raging asshole. He makes me want to break something every time I talk to him.”

      She made a considering sound. “I think he cultivates that personality.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “So you think he’s what…a thug? No way. It’s an act.” She sounded incredulous.

      “The possibility had occurred to me,” I said darkly. In fact, it was exactly what I thought. Everything we had reviewed led me to believe that something was amiss. The empty office, the bizarre requests from Gene, the threats, the lack of information from his team. What if they didn’t have the records Cynthia had requested because they didn’t exist? Because they had paid or threatened people to get sign off for any new construction? If that were the case, I was well and truly screwed, assuming I reported my clients to the partners, or if Cynthia found out. She could not find out. Not before I knew how to handle this.

      “Come on,” she exclaimed, shaking those fiery curls. “Gene’s just an asshole. The whole Bobby Baccalieri thing, yeah, it’s ridiculous.” She shrugged. “But it’s not like he’s running a criminal enterprise out of the world’s shittiest office building in the middle of nowhere. Wouldn’t someone have caught on to that by now? I mean, how did they even get past the initial screening the firm sets up for its clients and the source of their funds?”

      “That’s a good point,” I said slowly. We did screen for money laundering before taking on new clients.

      “I know,” she said and grinned.

      Her utter self-assuredness had my lips curving up despite myself. “Got it all figured out, eh?”

      “Of course I do,” she tossed back. Her eyes sparkled and I let myself be distracted by her for just a minute. Her hair was like living flame and her plush bottom lip begged for me to press my thumb against it. A flash of heat went through me. Our first night together. That full lip dragging over the head of my cock.

      “You need to stop worrying and live a little more in the moment, Jason. Gene’s just being an asshole. And you aren’t going to punch him in the face, because that would most definitely get you fired. But maybe we can pin his face to a dartboard or something?”

      “Great idea. You print the photo. I’ll buy the darts.”

      “Deal.”
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      “Still working on that? I can give you the answers if you want. I’m nearly done.”

      Cynthia bounded into the kitchen, the picture of good health and a long night’s sleep. I glowered at her, my eyes gritty, my brain only half functioning.

      “I’ll kill you. I’ve never felt dumber than I do this morning,” I grumbled. I’d been staring blankly at the same question on the crossword for a full five minutes.

      “Well hurry up, I want to see if I’m right.”

      “Try not to sound too gleeful, please. I’m beginning to regret buying you a paper this morning.” I tapped my pencil against the paper. She puttered around the kitchen and I snuck glances, almost involuntarily. She was wearing the world’s tightest tank top and black sweatpants that somehow managed to both hug her ass and ride low on her hips. It was a miracle of physics. I swallowed and refocused on my paper.

      “What’s 11 across? Lothario?” That one was stumping me.

      “Casanova,” she responded immediately, pouring what had to be her third cup of coffee, based on the sheer amount of energy she had.

      “If you finish all that coffee, you better make another pot,” I grumbled.

      “Ooh, someone’s growly in the morning.” She propped her hip on the counter and eyed me over the rim of her mug.

      “Only when I don’t sleep.” Which, admittedly, was most nights. But last night had been particularly bad. My head felt stuffed full of cotton.

      “Don’t you survive on like four or five hours a night? What’s keeping you up?” She wasn’t even looking at me, instead rolling her pen between her lips, while she contemplated her folded crossword.

      “I think you know,” I growled. She looked up and the heat between us flared into full-blown blood-pumping desire. Her tongue swiped across her lips and my pulse thudded.

      She reddened. “Oh, that.” All her bluster and confidence was gone. All that was left between us was raw need. I wanted her again, on this table, on the couch, any way I could have her.

      “That,” I said shortly, and went back to my crossword.

      “Well, maybe our activity today should be relaxing. Since it sounds like you could use a break.” I heard the laugh in her voice. “Oh, maybe they have a spa here.” She practically sighed the word.

      I snorted a laugh. This woman. She could be taken out of New York City, but never truly changed. She was unapologetically herself. “I don’t think they have spas here. And if they did, I’m not sure you’d want to use one. Booth is more of a strip mall nail salon kind of place.”

      She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I suppose you’re right. Well, short of us oiling each other up and trading massages, I’m all out of ideas.”

      I nearly choked on my own saliva. “You did not just say that.” When I finally looked over, she was wagging her eyebrows suggestively. I groaned. Images of her oiled up and spread out for me assaulted me. I squeezed my eyes shut, but the images only grew more stark behind my eyes. Me shoving into her while her breathy sighs encouraged me. The taste of her on my lips. “You’re going to kill me. I don’t think I will survive this deal,” I said, voice hoarse.

      She grinned, but let it drop. At least she’s not making this weird. No, we were totally back to normal, and that was part of the problem. I was adrift, when I was the one who kept insisting we couldn’t fool around. She was unaffected, it seemed. I hated it and I was jealous of it at the same time.

      “So, anyway, if we can’t spa, what should we do? Are we seizing the day?” She changed the subject and I gratefully let her.

      “I have some ideas.” And I did. After all, I’d had an entire night to think of things I wanted to show her, ways to make her let go. “It’s a surprise, though. Get dressed and be ready in thirty minutes.”

      “Yes, sir,” she winked, and I smothered a groan.

      “But first, breakfast.”
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      “No, not like that.”

      I let the whisk clatter down onto the counter.

      “Well, show me how you would do it then, chef.”

      Jason and I were in the kitchen. It was late morning, weak sun streaming in, and he was attempting to show me how to make waffles and something he called a French omelette, but mostly he was just criticizing my mixing skills and generally being a sexy pain in the ass.

      He grabbed the bowl and tilted it confidently to the side before he started whisking in a circular motion, much faster than I had been. The muscles of his forearms shifted under his skin and my mouth went dry. This is what he would look like if he were someone’s really hot husband, making breakfast in bed for her. He’d probably top the pancakes with whipped cream, but only for her, not for himself. She’d offer him a taste, but only if he licked it off of her. My stomach tightened. His clever tongue, his rough hands.

      “Are you paying attention?”

      I snapped out of it. “Um, yes.”

      He raised an eyebrow and kept whisking. “See how fast I’m going? You need to aerate the egg whites. Whipping them like this means you’ll get stiff peaks.” He was utterly focused on his task while my mind flashed back to the couch earlier this week. Fast. Whipping. Stiff.

      I needed to escape before I did something insane, like try to lick his forearm.

      “Focus. Grab me that mixing bowl.”

      I passed it to him and started dumping in the flour.

      “What are you doing?” He barked.

      I froze at the command in his tone. I closed my eyes against the waves of memory that assaulted me. His hand like a brand on my hip. His thumb digging into my skin. The bruises I had to remind me of his intensity.

      “Mixing?”

      “Fine,” he grumbled.

      “You hate losing control.” I rolled my eyes.

      “I love losing control.”

      I had to smile at the innuendo. “You’re such a boy.”

      He opened the fridge and I couldn’t help but see he had restocked again. We had green juice, berries, what looked like more kale, and another whole chicken.

      “When were you planning to cook all that? Are we having the entire town over for dinner and I just didn’t realize?”

      “Very funny. Some of us enjoy three square meals a day and vegetables.” He shut the fridge and began prepping the strawberries, his hands moving with confidence as he pared the tops and set them down.

      “I eat vegetables!” I protested. “I just don’t cook them myself.”

      That caused him to smile as he chopped. “Stick with me. I can teach you. After today, you’ll be able to make a mean breakfast. It’s my specialty.”

      I bet it was. For all those one-night stands. “Send your one-night stands off with bruises on their asses and bellies full of waffles, do you?” Irrational jealously clawed at me.

      He put his knife down and turned to me. His thumb on my cheek tilted my head up to him. Serious blue eyes met my own.

      “I don’t, actually. I’ve never made breakfast for anyone before.” His gaze was too deep, too earnest.

      “Why are you telling me this?” My voice came out sharper than I intended and his eyes widened.

      “I know you think badly of me.” His eyes were pleading. “But I’m not a user. I have my reasons.”

      I couldn’t resist him like this. Soft, undone, raw. “I wish you felt you could share them with me.” His throat worked, and he looked away. I sighed. “It’s ok, Jason. We can be friends. I don’t hold it against you.” I could be the bigger person. Friends. Right.

      “Thank you.” His lips quirked, but his eyes were shadowed. “Now, let me show you how to make these waffles extra fluffy. Some might even say sinfully good.” He wagged his eyebrows.

      “You’re such an idiot. But show me. I’m hungry.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. My girl. If only.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I think I’m falling for him. Or whatever the beginning of falling for someone was. I hadn’t felt this way in a long time, had maybe never felt this way. Margo would know.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        When did you know you liked Andrew?

      

      

      

      

      

      Like felt like a childish word, but it certainly wasn’t love.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        Shut the fuck up. Are you in love with the Closer?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        NO. Not love. Lust maybe?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Margo

      

      
        I’m so calling you when I’m done with family brunch. Andrew’s mother just gave me a Chanel necklace.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        WHY

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Want it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed helplessly into the pillow I was lounging on. Andrew’s mom was forever trying to win Margo’s affections with expensive gifts, but Margo was more of a slouchy sweater girl than a Chanel necklace girl.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        Anyway, I’m hiding in the bathroom.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How does he make you feel?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        Like I’m going to be sick every time he looks at me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Like I might die if I didn’t kiss him again. Like leaving this rental house might physically break me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        Knew it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, I’m fucked.
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      “There has to be parking here somewhere,” I muttered as I circled. Every damn person in the state was at this event and the grassy parking area was full of lifted pick-up trucks and beat up SUVs. Our tiny rental car looked dinky in comparison. The sight of the mud splatters on the sides of the cars and the occasional pair of truck nuts made me shudder. I had known too many men, boys really, who used cars as a cover for their small egos.

      “I had no idea this would be so popular.” Cynthia stared out the window, her voice awed. “It’s like being in another country.”

      I snorted as I finally pulled in to an empty spot on the edge of the parking lot. “Try not to stare at the locals. It makes them angry.”

      “You’re not going to be weird about this whole thing, are you?”

      I knew she meant how I had clammed up at the bar last weekend. I sure as hell was going to try. “It’s tough to know what can…remind me, but I’ll do my best.”

      “Ok.” She accepted that and hopped out of the car.

      I closed my eyes briefly. There would be people here who reminded me of them. My foster family. The last one I’d ever had before I’d turned 18 and gotten the hell out of there. I was not going to let my past control me.

      Cynthia rapped on the hood. “Let’s go, loser.”

      Her tone snapped me out of it. I smiled ruefully and shook my head before climbing out of the painfully small car.

      “Alright, let’s do this. Fried dough first, or do you want to examine the livestock?” I asked. We trekked across the grass, our feet kicking up dust, me in a long-sleeved shirt and light jacket, and her in a pair of sinfully tight jeans and a tie-dye sweatshirt. Her hair was up and her eyes sparkled. I liked weekend Cynthia. She was just a little more approachable. Even her mouth was softer, not set in frustration like it was at the office. That damnable bottom lip had the tiniest divot under it. I kept glancing at her and looking away.

      “Hmm. It all sounds so fun. I’m not hungry yet. Maybe let’s check out the livestock?” She sounded skeptical and I laughed.

      “You need to lean in.”

      “This is me leaning in. I can’t believe the word ‘livestock’ just came out of my mouth,” she grumbled.

      “You’re practically a local already. Yee-haw.” I put some twang into my voice and she giggled.

      The smells and sounds of the festival assaulted us soon enough. Fried foods, animal dung, and hordes and hordes of people. I steeled myself.

      “Stay close, okay? I don’t want to lose you.” I couldn’t help my paranoia.

      “Okay,” she agreed softly.

      We headed for the large animal enclosures, which were tucked behind the concert venue and past the food stalls.

      Cynthia paused at a neon yellow food truck. “Ooh. Remind me to come back for some of those deep fried Oreos later.”

      “You have impeccable taste.”

      “I know. I’m sure I’ll feel sick later. There was a restaurant I used to frequent that would deep fry anything you brought to them. Deep fried malted chocolate balls are to die for.”

      “I’m beginning to suspect our impossibly high salaries might be wasted on you,” I teased.

      “Wait until you see my shoe collection,” she retorted.

      The large animal enclosures were an oasis of calm in a whirlwind of chaos. Inside was the musk of animals, the buzz of flies, the sounds of tails swishing.

      We started with the dairy cows, with their liquid eyes and soft hides. Cynthia stopped by a particularly delicate looking cow, reading her name card.

      “This one is called Daisy. She’s too cute to eat.” She made a face.

      “No one is eating these cows. Most cows you eat are male cows. The female cows are too valuable.”

      “The cows have it right,” she grumbled, and I grinned at her annoyance. She kept her eyes on Daisy, watching her placidly eat. “How do you know so much about this?”

      I shoved my hands into my pockets. “I don’t. But my first foster home was in a small, ranching town. Not so different from Booth, I suppose, but slightly bigger.”

      She was quiet, and I steeled myself for her pity. “I’m picturing you as a rancher. That’s hot.” She winked, and the breath left my chest.

      “It also couldn’t be further from the truth.” I leaned on the enclosure next to her, keeping my eyes on Daisy, who seemed to be enjoying our company. “I was only there until I was 10, then I was with another family until I became a problem, then another until I was 18.”

      “You? A problem? I’m shocked.”

      Her quiet teasing made me smile. “I was a shithead of a kid. That foster family wasn’t perfect, but they were ok. But I was a young teen, and I was trouble with a capital T. Always getting in fights with boys twice my size, hanging out with the wrong crowd. Well, at least until I got my act together at 16 or so. You know that show about the guy who teaches himself law and then gets a job at a big fancy firm?”

      She nodded, not looking at me, which made it easier to tell her all this.

      “I realized what hard work and money could do for me and I was determined to change my life. Ace high school, go to college, go to law school or business school, get a big fancy job. But mostly get the fuck out of there.”

      “There was Tennessee? Your third foster family?”

      I nodded, wishing I had something to do with my hands, feeling restless. I turned away from her and pulled a piece of straw from a bale of hay sitting by the stall door.

      “Correct. That family was…bad.” I left it at that. I didn’t mention the fights I didn’t start, that had always ended with me getting bloodied and bruised, the days I hadn’t eaten except at school, where they had served free lunch. “It’s why I’ll never go back to somewhere like this.” I waved my hand. “Small towns give me the creeps. I like being anonymous. And I like being rich.” I shrugged and twisted the straw around my finger.

      She was quiet for a second and oddly, I felt comfortable with it. Not waiting for judgment, or pity. Cynthia glanced at me, her brown eyes serious.

      “I understand that. This career is like a forge. You can go in one thing, and with enough heat and pressure, you can become something totally different. You can be reborn. From a country boy to a big city lawyer. I’m just a girl from Queens, but at the office I’m a shark, someone to be feared, a voice of authority. I’m not just a face in a crowd, but someone who matters, someone people look up to.”

      “You love it.”

      She nodded. “I do. I love being a protector, someone people can depend on. But sometimes…” She trailed off and chewed her lip.

      “But what?” I prodded.

      She sighed. “But sometimes it feels like a millstone around my neck. I’ve always been the responsible one in my family. My parents are so quick to say ‘It will be fine. Don’t worry about us. Don’t worry about money.’ They come from different worlds. In America, money is everything.” Her voice was fierce, her frustration palpable. “I’ve never stopped to ask myself what I want. I’ve been the good daughter, the one who is always there on holidays, the one who goes home for the weekend, because my brother can’t. The one who gives them money when they need it. Always giving and giving. I guess it’s selfish to wonder what my life would look like if I lived it mostly for myself, or who I might be. I’m probably not brave enough to find out. I like the money too much and the status it brings me, especially when I grew up without any.” She fell silent, and I looped my arm around her shoulder and pressed my face against her hair. “That’s not selfish at all,” I murmured against her. Just for a second I held her, feeling her stiffen in surprise and then relax against me. The fiery strands escaping from her bun tickled my nose and the feel of her tucked under my arm made me want to protect her from the world.

      “What if, while we’re here, you live just for you?” I stepped back and shoved my hands back into my pockets so I wouldn’t touch her again.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have no obligations except work. We’re here for at least another week or two. Have fun with me. Live for you, not them. Say fuck it.”

      Her eyes searched mine, her brow furrowed in confusion, or perhaps uncertainty.

      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll do it too,” I offered.

      “Yeah?” her lips quirked. “You’ll let go? You’ll say fuck it? That might be impossible for you.”

      “I can start right now.” I held my arms open wide.

      “Ok.” She gave me a tentative smile, and I returned it.

      “Where to first? The night awaits.”
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      “Now that is heaven.” I took a second bite of the deep fried Oreo and a little groan escaped my lips.

      Jason shook his head. “It’s good but I think the deep fried cheese has my heart.”

      I chewed, eyes closed. “You’re crazy. This is better than sex.”

      “Sex with other men, you mean.” I opened my eyes, and he winked. “Because I know I’m better than an Oreo.”

      A piece of cookie went down the wrong way and I started coughing. Jason slapped me on the back.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I coughed out. “Nothing is better than dessert.” Liar, liar. But there was no way I’d let him see how gone I was for him, how I kept returning to the memory of his strong hands, the way he’d liked it rough and the way I’d loved it.

      He grinned as if he knew exactly what I was thinking but mercifully changed the subject. “Time for the roller coaster?”

      “Blech. After eating? It looks like a death trap.” I eyed the rickety coaster set up across the field.

      “Look on the bright side. If there’s a horrible accident, assuming we don’t die, we can definitely sue them.” His eyes danced as we wove through the clumps of people waiting for food or eating on the benches set up for it picnicking.

      “Only you would think that’s a bright side, Jason.”

      “Maybe so,” he responded cheerfully, grabbing my hand as the crowd thickened. “Try to keep up.”

      I let myself be pulled along, his hand strong and sure on my own. The roller coaster was worse up close. Jason passed some money to a bored teenager and then pointed at the height requirements sign.

      “I think you might need to check your height. Are you tall enough to ride?”

      I scowled at him. “Very funny. I’m five foot two, thank you very much. Just because I’m not nine feet tall like you are doesn’t mean I’m child-sized.”

      “Well, you know what they say about tall guys.” He wagged his eyebrows, and I groaned.

      “Stop.” I punched his shoulder. “All men are the same. This proves it. And here I thought you were classier than that.”

      “I’m not sure what gave you that impression.” He grinned at me and then drew me up against him. “But I’ll tell you a secret.” He pressed his lips to my ear. “I think you’re perfect.”

      He released me as we got to the front of the line. I tried to be annoyed, but all I felt was hot under my clothes. Perfect, perfect.

      We clambered into the tiny car and the operator slammed the bar down over us. Jason tested it, his thumb brushing my leg. “Ready for this?” He grinned at me.

      “I’m leaning in,” I grumbled, and he laughed. Beautiful man. After all his time in the dark, the fact that he could be here, laughing, making me take risks. He doesn’t show this to anyone else, I bet. My throat tightened.

      We started to move, rattling and shaking, until we got to the first drop. We paused and my stomach lurched, knowing what was coming. And then we tipped off the edge and my stomach dropped to my shoes. I threw my arms up, trying to enjoy the exhilaration, instead of panicking, as we twisted and turned. I was thrown against Jason’s hard thigh again and again.

      “Hell yes!” he yelled. I turned to see him losing his shit, and I laughed at the pure shock of it. He grinned at me and pumped his fist in the air. We twisted one more time, and he fell against me, making me laugh again, and then shriek as we went nearly upside down. We finally came to a shuddering stop, and I slumped, adrenaline making me shaky. Jason’s hand entered my field of vision and I grabbed it. He hauled me out and down the steps with an arm wrapped around my waist. It felt good to be taken care of, to lean into him as I stumbled off the platform. I caught my breath to the side of the wooden frame, my hands on my knees.

      “That was insane. I haven’t done that in years.” Even my voice was shaky.

      “That was my first time.”

      I looked up in shock. “You never went as a…oh of course you didn’t. Well, what did you think? I poked him in the side, his hard side, and he swatted at my hand.

      “Not bad,” he responded, thoughtfully. “I think I might need to go again for the full effect.” His eyes lit with unholy light.

      “No. No way. I’ve barely recovered from the last round.” My whole body rejected the idea of doing that again. “We tempted fate just doing it the one time. Do you see that wooden beam there? It doesn’t look secure.” I pointed, and he turned and I ran. My feet slapped the grass once, twice, before he caught me. His breath was hot on my neck and his arm a band of muscle around my middle. I laughed helplessly.

      “Don’t try to run,” he growled, and I stilled. Fuck, that voice was hot.

      “Or what?” My voice was breathy, high.

      His lips touched my ear and my belly flipped. “Or I’ll catch you and you won’t like the consequences.”

      “Or maybe I will.” I was playing with fire, but I couldn’t help it. He held me close for one more second, the beat of his heart a steady thump against my back. I wanted to lean back, to luxuriate in the closeness, but he pulled away. We wove our way through the throngs of people, his body sheltering mine when the crowd got too thick. His worry over losing me squeezed at my heart. This man is going to destroy me. One day, Jason Elliott would be an amazing husband. When he finally let himself have a second night, and then a third night with someone, she would be the luckiest woman on earth. He would help shoulder her burdens, make her dinner, keep her from getting lost in the crowd.

      For the very first time, I let myself wonder. What would it be like to be his? For just a few seconds, I imagined that his hand on mine was leading me into the future with him, that his laughing glances back at me were filled with affection.

      It didn’t matter. He was the one night man, and I’d been lucky enough to have almost two. It would have to be enough.

      After another decadent fried Oreo, we headed for the car, walking in comfortable silence as the voices of the revelers mixed with the sounds of the early evening cicadas.

      An angry voice cut through the pleasant hum. “ — why the fuck do you think I told you to take care of it?” The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Jason stiffened. Was he going to go postal on me again? He pulled me against the car and put his hand against my mouth before I had a chance to react. I grabbed his wrist, but he shook his head, his eyes wide.

      “Yeah, but the bribe wasn’t enough. He’s asking for more,” another man responded, his voice grating and low.

      “That’s not my fucking problem. Use force if you need to, but we need that permit,” the familiar voice responded. “And no one should find out about this. That goes without saying. But your boys are fucking idiots, so it bears repeating.” I turned the contours of that voice over in my mind. I knew it. But from where?

      The other man grumbled something inaudible and the sound of their steps moved toward us. Jason grabbed my hand and yanked me between two cars. He forced me down and I shoved at him. “What the hell?” I mouthed the words.

      “Not now,” he mouthed back. His chest was pressed to my back and his heart raced under his shirt.

      What the hell is going on here? Jason Elliott was keeping secrets.

      When we finally got back in the car, Jason shoved unsteady hands through his hair before starting the engine.

      “Drive. And then talk,” I commanded. “You’re not getting out of this one, so you tell me now what the fuck is going on, or you tell me at home.”

      “Ok.” His voice was unsteady. “Ok,” he repeated, almost to himself. His thumb stroked the steering wheel reflexively. He seemed almost scared. But what could scare this normally unshakeable man?
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      This was bad. That stupid conversation between Gene and one of his minions had blown everything up. Now I needed to come clean with Cynthia and probably face the fact that this deal was going to go up in flames.

      My hands gripped the steering wheel, guiding the car towards the house, where I would need to tell her everything. I could already see her turning the interaction over in her head, looking for clues. That brilliant mind of hers would figure it all out without me, if given enough time.

      “It was Gene,” she said, as we pulled into the driveway. “I knew that voice sounded familiar. It was fucking Gene Delafonte.” Triumph was apparent in her voice. She leapt out of the car and paced the driveway. “But what the hell was he doing?” Her eyes lifted to mine, and I saw suspicion, wariness, in her gaze. “What’s going on?”

      I sighed and opened the front door. “Let’s chat in here.”

      We sat at the kitchen table like it was a conference room negotiation. Cynthia crossed her arms. I leaned back in my chair.

      “Well? Spill it.” Her words were hard. I couldn’t blame her.

      “I think my clients are laundering money.” Simple, stark words. I hadn’t been brave enough to say them to myself, even.

      “What the fuck?” She breathed. She searched my face, and I gave her a half smile. That’s right. It’s just as bad as it sounds.

      “Yeah. I know. I was obviously avoiding telling you, but that’s impossible now.”

      She looked thoughtful. “Ok, so they’re laundering money. Thus, all the Bermuda subsidiaries. But that conversation. That wasn’t just white collar crime. Gene was talking about physical threats.” She frowned. “Are they in the mob?”

      Beautiful, brilliant woman. She was figuring it all out. “I’m not sure, but I’m starting to think they might be.” Her eyes widened, the soft brown of them shocked. I’d been carrying this fear, this concern for weeks, and my shoulders sagged with relief as I shared it with her. “Think about it. There’s been no litigation because who in their right mind would sue the mafia?”

      “Shit.” She slumped back in her chair. “And the shadiness with the permits. They’re bribing city officials, aren’t they?”

      “Probably.” I grimaced. Any minute now, she would pull the plug on this deal.

      “Man, you weren’t kidding when you said that this family was sketchy,” she said, drumming her fingers on the table. “Jason, I…I don’t want to back out of this, but I don’t know what to do.” She looked so vulnerable in that moment. My stomach dropped. This was it. My origination credit was gone, and it would be another year, or two, before I could strike out on my own, have that independence I so desperately needed. You owe us. Hopefully, before my past came back to haunt me.

      “I figured. I understand.” At this point, I was resigned to it.

      “I needed this break, though.” The words were scratchy, broken. When I looked up at her, it looked like she was ready to cry. I shoved out of my chair, not thinking, and pulled her against my chest. I buried my face in her silky hair, the curls tickling my chin, and her shampoo scent filling my nose. She pressed against me and I tightened my arms around her until she relaxed. This feels too good, too right.

      “Tell me,” I commanded.

      “I have to get this deal over the finish line, with the best terms possible for our client. I have to win. If I don’t, I’m out.” Her voice was muffled, and I pulled back just enough to see her face wet with tears.

      “They gave you the talk?” She nodded and my chest ached. Every big firm lawyer knew what “the talk” was. The conversation every one of us dreaded. The thanks-for-your-wasted-youth talk. The we’ll-help-you-find-something-else talk. I couldn’t imagine Cynthia getting it, though. She was a shark. The perfect person to run deals and kick ass.

      “You got the talk? I find that hard to believe.”

      Her lips tilted up in a sad imitation of a smile, before she stepped out of my arms and dropped heavily into her chair. I felt the loss of her warmth keenly, a throb in my chest that wouldn’t stop.

      “Why? My heart’s not in it.”

      “I know, but you’re a killer attorney. You love to win, you love to be right. I know, because you do it to me all the time.”

      She finally gave me a real smile and the throbbing in my chest quieted slightly.

      “Any luck on the job front?”

      “I’ve applied to a few more roles.” She chewed her lip. “Nothing is panning out. And even if I do hear back, I don’t know if I have the courage to actually accept one of those jobs.” That throbbing in my chest was back.

      “What do you mean?” I kept my voice gentle.

      “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.” She shook her head again, smiling a bit. “It’s just the way it’s always been. If you’re me, you don’t just quit your corporate law job. You don’t give up half a million dollars a year, not when that’s more than your parents have made in the last five years combined.” Her eyes were shadowed, sad, and I wanted to hug her again.

      “You deserve to be happy,” I said, instead.

      “You sound like my brother,” she responded, but her voice was light.

      “Well, maybe he’s right.” I reached over and snagged her hand. Her eyes went wide but she didn’t pull away. I feathered my thumb over her knuckles, thrilling at just that small touch. “Promise me something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Promise me, if you get an interview for one of those jobs you actually want, that you’ll take it.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Why?”

      Because you deserve to be happy. Because I can’t bear to watch you take on everyone’s burdens and leave nothing for yourself. But I couldn’t tell her that.

      “You said you would lean in, remember? This is part of that. And if that’s not enough, then do it for me.”

      I thought she would argue or ask why I cared. But instead, all she said was, “I promise.”

      I wanted to gather her in my arms, to kiss her until she couldn’t think. Instead, I gave her the only thing I could, a true smile, one that made her smile back, her eyes crinkling with pleasure. At least until her face fell.

      “So what the hell are we going to do?” She tapped her fingers on the table again, looking thoughtful. “Honestly, not a lot of what we’ve learned is concrete. And it’s not enough to blow up this deal. I mean, if H Brands is really involved in criminal activity, we’ll be tearing up the term sheet faster than you can say cow tipping, but until then…” She blew out a breath. “I hate to say this, but I think we might need to investigate.”

      I sat up straighter at that. “No fucking way.” My heart thudded at even the idea of investigating these people. I had been down this road before and it had not ended well. “We are not investigating them. We are not investigators. We are corporate lawyers. Leave this to the professionals.” With each word, her brows drew lower.

      “Who even are the professionals in this instance? The FBI, CIA, the DOJ? I’m not blowing up my career for a hunch, Jason, and neither should you,” she shot back.

      “I know better than to get involved with criminals! It doesn’t work out,” I burst out.

      Her eyes went wide at that, her perfectly pouty lower lip dropping in surprise. “Why does it sound like you’re speaking from experience?”
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      My head dropped into my hands. My heart thudded. Was I really about to tell her this?

      “Because I do,” I said quietly.

      “Damn,” she whispered back.

      The moment stretched. To tell her or not to tell her? The air felt too thin, the walls too close. If I were alone, I would go for a run.

      “Can we walk?” I shoved back from the table.

      “Sure, of course.” She sounded surprised.

      I grabbed a beer from the fridge, and a blanket from the porch, and we picked our way down the dark stairs and into the velvet night. It was a little chilly, but clear. The stars were scattered across a sky that seemed to touch the endless cornfields around us.

      I took a deep lungful of air, catching hints of Cynthia’s warm scent beside me. Her face was tipped up to the sky, and I glanced over at her. “Not so bad, is it?”

      “It’s fine. If we hear even one rustle in the corn, though, I’m going to lose it.”

      I snorted a laugh, and we started walking in the dark, down the long drive that continued past the house.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” she murmured. “I’m really good at keeping secrets though, if you do decide to.” Of course she was. She was loyal to a fault, and she would view secret-keeping as a sacred duty. What would it be like to have that loyalty for my own? A tidal wave of want threatened to pull me under and I sucked in a breath.

      “My last foster family were drug dealers.” Hot shame burned in my gut at the memories, but even admitting the words to her felt cooling, like pressure being let out of an over-inflated balloon.

      She scooted closer to me, until her shoulder brushed my arm.

      “They made street drugs in the basement of our house. I had no idea for at least a year, but then things started to go south. My foster brother was using, and he couldn’t hide it anymore. I discovered the basement lab by mistake one day when he forgot to lock the door. He was 20, and I was only 18. He beat the shit out of me. I had two black eyes, and a broken arm. I’d show you the scar if it weren’t so dark out.” I swallowed thickly. The scar still bothered me at night sometimes. “The police found me unconscious. Everyone around town knew me as a good, if troubled, kid. They rightly assumed something was up at home, and the whole horrible story came out. My foster parents were arrested, and I left town before they could realize I was the one who ratted them out.” I shuddered at the memory of all those nights alone, in shitty motels, wondering if they were going to burst through the door.

      Cynthia ran a soothing hand down my arm. Somehow, she knew I needed to be anchored when the dark memories threatened to drown me.

      “What did you do?” she asked quietly. We were well past the house now, the stalks of corn shushing gently around us in the night breeze. I spread the blanket on the grass and pulled her down next to me. We sat there, shoulder against shoulder, her steady breaths and the clear night air making it easier to speak.

      “This was just months before I left for college. The timing was as good as it could be, I guess. I changed my last name and just tried to survive until I moved into the dorms. I worked whatever jobs I could find — fast food during the day, bartending at night. I’ve never been more tired in my life than I was then.” Those days had been utterly exhausting, but in some ways, peaceful. I’d been so tired at night that I hadn’t had time to worry about my past or my future. I had put one foot in front of the other until I left for college. I was silent, waiting for the judgment with each erratic rush of blood in my ears. People in our world, the world of the mega-wealthy, they didn’t have pasts like mine. It was shameful, and I was an imposter.

      “So what you’re saying is, being a big firm lawyer is actually the easiest thing you’ve ever done?”

      I barked a laugh and turned to look at Cynthia. She smiled at me and slipped her hand into mine, squeezing lightly. My chest ached. She took all my darkness and wrapped it up in her light, in her humor, until it became easier to bear.

      “Well, it certainly beats sleeping in a pay-by-the-hour motel. And that was on a good night.”

      “You are impressive as hell, Jason Elliott.” The approval in her voice made my body come alive. The almost reverent way she said my name threatened to undo me. I gulped my beer and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back.

      A noise in the corn broke the moment, and she shrieked and plastered herself to me. I laughed as she muttered that the town of Booth could go to hell. When she didn’t draw back, I ran a hand down her back, soothing her. Warm, willing woman slid against me and I buried my nose in her neck. I couldn’t help it. She was so soft, right at that junction where her neck met her shoulder. The perfect place to bite, then soothe with my tongue. She shivered, and I jerked back. Her eyes were hazy in the darkness. If I kiss her, she’ll let me. She’ll love it. Her tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip and my groin pulled tight.

      The moment stretched, every heartbeat seeming to push us together. God, how I want her. For more than just one night, or two. If I kissed her now, there was no going back. Was I brave enough for that? Did she want it? Was it worth it? Indecision was a vise around my chest.

      Her eyes shuttered a little at my hesitation and she looked down. It’s for the best.

      “Let’s head back,” I said. My voice was raspy, the damnable lust I felt for her overriding everything; my good sense, my ability to speak full sentences. She stepped away, almost reluctantly, and the ache in my chest was back.
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      Getting ready for bed was an awkward dance every night, but tonight it felt worse. Jason and I shared a bathroom, and unless I went downstairs to brush my teeth, we performed a delicate dance in which neither of us was in the same room as the other naked, or even in pajamas.

      He walked a little louder on the floors to signal his presence. I banged on doors and heaved big sighs to make sure he knew I was leaving my room. We had careful dividing lines everywhere in our shared spaces. I placed my body wash on one side of the shower, while his shampoo took the other side. Even his toothbrush was as far as possible from mine. Ironically, the time we had the least amount of space was in the bedroom. Our headboards shared a wall. And ever since that night when we’d enjoyed ourselves through it, I was hyperaware of him.

      Tonight, I had the bathroom first. And I could barely focus on getting ready. Not when the memory of his rough hands and his slick tongue came unbidden every time we locked eyes. Not when the way he had dipped his lips to my neck had made my whole body thrum with need. Turn around, sweetheart. I like to play. I shivered and brushed my teeth with more force than was strictly necessary.

      Since the walk, he had left me mostly alone, instead choosing to stay downstairs while I got ready for bed. I couldn’t blame him. The stories he told me about his past. My heart squeezed. He’d been through so much and come out so much stronger for it. I finished brushing my teeth and doing my skincare. He’d be pacing in his room any minute now, waiting for me to finish. I poked my head into the hallway and scurried into the bedroom when the coast was clear. Tonight felt different, tense. Our revelations from earlier had left me a little raw, but also warm, and feeling too close to Jason.

      I opened my e-reader and pulled up a murder mystery that I’d had my eye on for a while. A little blood and gore would distract me from his hot eyes and his wounded heart. I was just getting into the novel when the slide of a zipper and the thunk of his belt hitting the floor startled me. God, these walls. I could practically imagine him sliding his jeans over his lean hips, the perfect jut of his cock under the trail of hair on his flat stomach. Oh no. Now I was imagining it.

      Should I escape? He was probably about to shower. Could I sit here and listen to that? And then listen to him get dressed? I squeezed my eyes shut. His expression from earlier had been so full of want. Why did he keep hesitating? I frowned. There was more to that story. There had to be. Jason was hiding something. But just because he kept hesitating, didn’t mean I had to.

      I wanted him and his incredible mind and his perfect body. His fortitude and his rough pieces, the vulnerability he tried to hide, his insane need to literally run from his problems.

      I was sick of waiting for him. He wanted me to lean in? Well, I was about to.

      The shower water shut off, and I scrambled to wrap myself in the small towel I’d used for my hair, as if I hadn’t gotten dressed yet and I’d chosen this handkerchief-sized towel after my shower. I lay against the wall, breaths coming slightly short. I was about to break all our house rules.

      The bathroom door cracked open, and I opened mine at the same time. Lake blue eyes met my own.

      “Fuck.” His strangled curse told me everything I needed to know. He wants this. His gaze traced greedily over my bare shoulders, down my legs, over the curve of my breasts, over the top of the towel. I ogled him right back. Water droplets slid down those cut muscles from the ends of his hair, those high cheekbones flushed from the hot water.

      “Stop looking at me like that.” His voice was dark. The heaviness building between my legs made me reckless.

      “Or what?” I raised a brow. He tensed. “You’ll devour me? I’m shaking in my boots.” A zing of anticipation went up my spine.

      He took one step forward, muscles rippling. Then another. “I will consume you. Just like you’ve consumed my thoughts for weeks.” He edged me back against the wall. I wanted to lick the droplets of water from his skin.

      “Stop me.” His voice was broken. His lips hovered over mine. Each word ghosted over my skin. “Please, stop me.”
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      “No.” Her voice was firm. Those deep brown eyes were clear and intent. “Jason. Why are you holding back?”

      I shuddered and braced myself over her. Of course she’s asking. You’ve been hot and cold.

      “Because,” I said roughly. “I can’t do a third night. Don’t you see?”

      “No,” she whispered. “I don’t see. I want it. You clearly want it.” She trailed her hand over my stomach and sparks lit under my skin with each teasing touch.

      My throat worked. “I do. God, Cynthia.” I leaned my forehead against hers. “Can’t you tell that I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything?”

      “But?” She’s going to keep asking.

      “Everyone leaves.” The words were torn from my throat. “Everyone,” I repeated raggedly. “My needs in bed have chased away countless women.” I tensed as I waited for her judgment. Her eyes were soft and questioning. No judgment came. “I like to be a submissive.” The words came out in a rush. “I mean, I enjoy being dominant too. But I crave being under someone else’s control. It’s called a switch in the kink community.” My heart stuttered in my chest.

      “Fuck,” she breathed. There it was. The judgment. The revulsion. I tensed to step away. It felt like my chest might cave in.

      “That’s so fucking hot.”

      “What?” My brows rose. Adrenaline left me in a rush. “What did you say?” I asked hoarsely.

      “That’s so hot. Would you try that? With me?” Her cheeks were pink and her expression shy. I almost laughed in relief. I’d never seen her shy before. Was she worried I didn’t want this? Oh god, you idiot.

      “That’s all I want,” I responded. “Not every time. But right now.” I shut my eyes briefly. “Hell, yes.”

      “Okay,” she said simply, and kissed me. The first soft press of her lips was my undoing. How did I ever think I could resist her? She tasted sweet and delicious and I dipped my tongue in for little tastes that had her gasping into my mouth. She slipped seeking fingers over my stomach and arms, making little noises of appreciation as she went.

      “Drop the towel,” she muttered, tugging at it. Lust punched me in the gut. She was ready. I just needed to coax her into confidence. How? I ignored her command and kissed her harder, my tongue swirling against hers, my teeth digging into her lip. Come on, sweetheart.

      “I said, drop the towel.” Her voice had an edge to it this time, and I shuddered and complied. “Step back where I can see you.”

      Fuck, yes. I felt boneless already.

      “Oh, Jason.” Her voice was reverent, soft. She raised bright eyes to meet mine. “You’re the hottest man I’ve ever slept with. You might be the hottest man I’ve ever seen. Now get on your knees.”

      I immediately complied, sinking to the floor, lowering my head. My erection was hard against my leg, and I loved that none of this was about me. She feathered a hand through my hair, her short nails scraping against my scalp. I groaned and shuddered into her hand. I was already sinking into that space where I could forget about myself and my past and my problems.

      “Do you need a safe word?”

      I dragged myself up from the depths I’d already begun to sink into. “Yes,” I said hoarsely. “I almost never use it. But it’s puzzle.”

      “Puzzle,” she repeated slowly. She tugged on my hair. “Fuck me with your tongue.”

      “God, yes,” I muttered, pressing her back to the wall, spreading her thighs, running my nose up the side of one, biting softly. She was already breathing heavily above me. I ghosted my lips over her clit and she made a breathy little gasp. When I licked into her, that gasp turned into a moan and she went boneless against the wall.

      I used my hands to hold her where I wanted her and my tongue to tease her, in delicate flicks, long laps, sucking bites. She shivered and gasped and urged me on with her hands in my hair, her nails on my scalp. God, that edge of pain.

      “There, Jason. Yes.” Those orders. My cock jerked.

      “Stop.” Her voice was shaky, and I immediately complied.

      “Let me make you come,” I said, against her skin. I wanted her to break into a million pieces on my tongue. “I could make this so good for you.” I ran my lips up her thigh.

      She yanked my head up by the hair, her fingers punishing. “I said, stop.” Her voice cracked like a whip and I slumped. It’s so good. I sank into that feeling, that space where nothing else mattered, except her commands and her pleasure. My own was ancillary. I’d come only if she told me to. That was the best part. I couldn’t wait to show her.

      “Carry me to the bed. Please.” Her eyes were fever bright, her breath coming in soft pants. Oh, she likes this.

      I scooped her up against my chest and she pressed a cheek to my heart. It thudded against her silken skin. For you, sweetheart. For you. One step, two, and I was laying her down gently, even though I wanted to sink to the floor with her cradled in my arms.

      She twined her arms behind her head and gave me a mischievous look. “Stroke your cock and let me watch.”

      Oh, hell yes.
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      He froze, and for a second, I thought he would refuse. But no, he was just moving a little more slowly. His eyes were heavy-lidded, hazy, his body loose. Mine was the opposite. I was thrumming with want, heady with power. Who knew this could be so fun?

      One large hand dropped to where his erection bobbed, looking almost painfully hard. He gave one firm stroke, then another. Then his chin dropped down, his head heavy, and hips bucked into his hand. His fist was already moving faster, chasing his orgasm.

      “Slower. I want to enjoy this.” For a second I felt silly ordering him around. And then his eyes closed, and he shuddered and I felt powerful. A bolt of lust went through me. This is what it’s about. I get it. When his eyes opened, they were glittering with need.

      His shoulders shook as he complied, his soft mouth slack. He hissed a breath as his hand squeezed and stroked from top to bottom. I gave him another few moments, savoring the pulse between my legs that grew with every peek of his cock over the top of his fist. His chest was heaving and the crown of his cock was already slick.

      “I need to come.” His voice was hoarse.

      “No.” Mine cracked across the room.

      His head jerked up, and the haze cleared a little. He grinned. “You’re really good at this.”

      Warm pleasure spiraled through me, and I gave him a small smile. I wanted to laugh, to cheer with triumph at his pleasure. But I didn’t want to flip the dynamic, not yet.

      I ran my eyes over him as he stood, naked in the moonlight, waiting for my next words. Anticipation swirled with each inhale. I was silent, dragging it out, watching him clench and unclench his right hand. Each heavy breath made his cock jerk.

      “What if I left, right now, and told you to wait here?”

      “I would stay,” he rasped. Suddenly, I very much wanted to do that. To see how much control I could exercise over him, to give him a space to do nothing but be. “Another time,” I murmured. “Right now, I want you to get over here.”

      He was instantly there, moving over me, pressing me to the mattress with one firm hand. One rough thumb dipped down to circle my clit and drag slickness from my core back up.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmured. “You like this.” His voice was soft, reverent, his eyes questioning.

      “I love this,” I breathed, and he smiled. It’s you. With anyone else? Maybe not. But having this wild, beautiful man under my control, it was everything.

      His chest rose and fell above me, his muscles tight. Oh. He’s waiting for permission. “Hard or gentle?” I asked. “What do you prefer?”

      “Normally, hard. I like it rough. But tonight…” He trailed off and feathered a thumb over the inside of my knee. My heart squeezed. He feels the same.

      “I’m with you,” I murmured. I lifted my hips. “I want you. Give it all to me.”

      “Yes, god, yes.” He dragged his erection through my wetness and then pressed inside, inch by delicious inch. He finally seated himself fully, and we both gasped. He drew back out and oh, yeah. That felt really good. His eyes were already dropping shut, his mouth softening. He was sinking back into that space again, where he’d been before. He needs it. Help him get there.

      “Slower, Jason. I want to feel you.” I kept my voice hard, confident, when normally I’d be begging. And didn’t that feel good? To be the one commanding him, instead of asking for what I wanted.

      He gave a short nod but slowed his thrusts until each drag of his cock was slow, torturous, delicious. I gave myself up the sensation of being filled, waves of pleasure already starting in my core. His hips bucked involuntarily, and he groaned with me. His eyes flew open at my noise, and what I saw in his soft gaze made my heart thud. Warm palms smoothed over my sides, my breasts. He dipped his head to pull one nipple into his mouth, then the other. Soft kisses on the undersides, followed by little bites that had me moaning and arching off the bed.

      “More,” I murmured.

      “Thank god,” he muttered. He lifted my hips and rolled his own in that perfect, heavy rhythm, until I was close, so close. My stomach dipped like it had on the rollercoaster.

      “I’m so close.” His voice was hoarse, his shoulders shaking.

      “Not until I say you can.” The words lit something inside him. His pleasure seemed to deepen, a low noise tearing from his chest, his thrusts growing helpless. His need undid me.

      “Jason, I— ” I moaned as he hit that spot deep inside me.

      “Yeah, I’m there.” His voice was hoarse. “I’ve got you.”

      I sobbed the words, “Come with me” and then one deep thrust had those waves battering my body, pulling me up, up, up, and then crashing over me. I clenched around him, my back arching, my body pulsing.

      His cock jerked and then he was following me over the edge with a hoarse shout, his whole body taut, his hips pumping as he chased his pleasure. He slumped over me, his damp exhalations hot on my stomach, until he slipped out of me and gathered me to his chest. His large frame was shaking slightly as he banded me against him. His lips were on my neck and his body hot and hard behind me.

      “That was amazing,” he rasped.

      “Are you ok?”

      “I’m not sure.” A heavy breath loosed from his chest. “I will be.” And then a breath later, “I didn’t expect you to enjoy that.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “I loved it. I mean, I don’t know if I would love it with everyone. But with you, it was amazing.”

      He tensed behind me.

      “What?” I asked. Worry gnawed at me. Should I have been less honest?

      “It’s never been that good.” His harsh whisper sounded shocked. “Never.” He squeezed my hip.

      How am I going to let him go?
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      I woke slowly, like swimming up through a sunlit pool. The light was warm on my eyelids and the heavy weight on my side told me Jason had kept me tucked against him all night. I kept my eyes closed, savoring this feeling, the smooth silk of his skin over those firm muscles, the rough hairs on his legs against my own.

      There had been no question in my mind that sleeping here was the right choice. I hadn’t been able to leave him. The way he’d lost himself with me, the way he’d given himself up to me. And the look in his eyes when he’d pressed inside, the way he’d cradled me against his chest. Was he falling for me? No way. Mr. One Night? Unlikely. When this deal was done, we’d go back to being strangers. Can you really pretend he’s nothing to you when you’re facing him across the table? I had to try. Jason had made no promises, and I hadn’t asked him to. I was going to enjoy this while it lasted and then figure my life out. Even though the thought of letting him go was a physical ache I couldn’t soothe.

      He shifted against me, his arm flexing against my side. He brushed his thumb against my stomach and I shivered.

      “Are you awake?” His voice was deep and sleep-rough in my ear.

      “Yes,” I breathed. I pressed back against him.

      “How did you sleep?” he asked.

      “Actually, great.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Well, normally, I don’t sleep with a six foot three body pillow with a huge cock, so yeah, I’m a little surprised.”

      He huffed a laugh into my neck. “I slept better than I have in years. Maybe better than I ever have. I might need to keep you with me to make sure I get eight hours a night.” His voice was dark, possessive.

      “I don’t think the world is ready for a well-rested Jason Elliott.” I couldn’t handle him across the conference table, that was for sure.

      “You’ll need all that energy for the activities I have planned for today.”

      My stomach fluttered. “Activities?”

      He bit gently at my earlobe. “Not those kinds of activities. Though…are you sore?” His thumb kept brushing over my stomach, then lower. My head was light and my blood fizzy.

      “No,” I panted out.

      “Excellent.” He pressed his lips to the spot where my neck met my shoulder, and then with firm hands and utter focus, he pleasured me, pushed inside me, brought me to the peak. I sobbed out little noises that may have been his name.

      “I know, I know.” He murmured into my neck, “It’s so much. Hold on for me. You’re so beautiful. You feel so good.” He spoke the words into my neck, before banding me against him with his arm. My heart tripped. His words didn’t sound casual. They were a litany from his lips to my skin. I arched into him. I was so close to tipping over the edge. He seemed to know, and adjusted the angle so he was hitting me in just the right spot. We went over the peak together, bodies straining, breaths mingling in the morning quiet.

      We lay there for whole minutes, his chest heaving against my back, his lips running over my neck. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I felt the words against my skin. I squeezed my eyes shut and let myself breathe in his scent, luxuriate in his warmth. Please, don’t let this end.
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      Cynthia laughed with delight at our first stop that morning. “Bagels? We’re getting bagels?”

      “I think I heard you muttering about missing them the other day.” I grinned as I put the car in park and hopped out to open her door. “My lady.” I swept out an arm as she extricated herself. “Let’s see if these are any good. I spent about three hours searching and these are supposed to be the best in the state.”

      Cynthia bumped me with her hip as we walked toward the tiny bakery. “I want you to know that under any other circumstances, I would be making fun of any bagels not from New York. But seeing as you put work into this, I am reserving my judgment,” she said solemnly.

      “You’re too kind,” I responded, equally solemnly, though a laugh already bubbled up behind my lips.

      We ordered and sat in the windows in the weak winter sun. Cynthia’s outfit today featured another pair of those painted-on jeans, this time in black, with white converse and a cropped sweater.

      “What?” she asked. “Do I have something in my hair?”

      She’d caught me staring. “I was just thinking high school Jason would have been very into you. You’re very punk rock today.”

      She grinned. “Yeah? Well, it sounds like he was a real bad boy, so I probably would have been into him. Broody? Mysterious? Yum.” She wagged her eyebrows, and I laughed.

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      God, she was fun. And sexy. And wicked fucking smart.

      When our order arrived, the naked skepticism on her face had me rolling my lips to keep from smiling.

      “Ladies first,” I said, just to needle her.

      “I’m considering my angle of approach. It’s so big. Will it even fit in my mouth?” She made a breathy sound and desire tightened my groin.

      “Stop it,” I growled.

      “Sorry, sorry.” She grinned back at me, eyes bright. “It’s just really fun to watch you lose your mind. I promise not to do that at the office.”

      I shifted in my seat, wanting her any way I could have her. “Eat your bagel and stop messing with me.”

      She held my eyes and took a hearty bite. My lips tilted up, and I watched the reaction play across her face. She finished chewing and then nodded.

      “Honestly, it’s the size of a dinner plate, but it’s good. You have my approval.” She inclined her head regally.

      “Why, thank you.”

      We buckled into the rental car a short while later and Cynthia was practically sparkling with excitement. Seeing her like this was a true pleasure. She made everything around her feel more alive, pulled everyone, including me, into her orbit.

      “So where to next?”

      “It’s a surprise,” I replied as I put the car in drive and pulled out of the parking lot.

      “How long did it take you to plan all this anyway?”

      Her question was innocent, but the answer was not. Too long. Most of one sleepless night last week, while my heart had hurt for her self-doubt and all the burdens she carried, and I had decided to do something just for her. Never mind the fact that she was not mine, and her burdens weren’t mine to share. Once the idea had struck me, I’d been excited. Thrilled to show her a good time for a day, before this deal blew up in our faces.

      “A few hours, I guess,” I responded nonchalantly. “Like I said, I don’t sleep much. I’m very productive.”

      “I guess.” She sounded skeptical. “Aren’t you tired? Doesn’t it take its toll at a certain point? I mean, I did the sleepless stints as a junior associate, but after a few nights of four hours, I needed to sleep for a week.”

      “It does. Last night was the first time I got eight hours in recent memory. Sometimes I fantasize about sleeping for a week.” I shrugged. “At this point, I’m hoping my exit plan will be the thing that can cure me.” The words popped out. At her surprised glance, I remembered that I hadn’t shared this secret dream with her yet.

      “Exit plan? What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s probably on indefinite hiatus after this deal blows up, but I had planned to open my own firm. Nothing big, just a corporate boutique, me and one other attorney, if I can find someone. That independence is all I want.” My hands flexed on the wheel. “The origination credit from this deal was going to make that a reality.”

      “Not anymore, though.” Her head dropped back against the seat. “Shit. I’m sorry, Jason. You have just as much to lose as I do.” Not really. She stood to lose her job because of this. I didn’t say it, though.

      “I’ll be fine. I can stay at the firm, keep my head down, wait for another deal like this.” Even though origination credit, especially of this size, was extremely rare for associates. The thought of staying at the firm, keeping my carefully controlled mask on for another year, or two, made me want to punch something.

      Cynthia must have sensed it, because she said, “That’s not what you want, though.”

      “Not at all.”
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      We pulled up to the park after a brief drive, and Cynthia’s eyes were wide.

      “More nature?”

      I huffed a laugh at her tone and swung out of the car. She stood in the sunshine and stretched, her cropped sweater riding up to reveal a thin strip of skin above her jeans.

      “I think you’ll like this.” We made our way toward the cluster of tents. Vendors were set up and small groups of people meandered through, pushing strollers, walking dogs, sipping coffee.

      “Did you bring me to a farmer’s market?” Her tone was incredulous.

      “I couldn’t think of anything more New York. Isn’t this what people do on the weekends?” I grinned at her.

      “True, except I can’t cook.” She looked disgruntled at her own shortcomings. I pulled her against me, under my arm, smiling into her hair.

      “There’s a stand here that’s supposed to have amazing borag. I thought you might like that. And if you want me to make you dinner, I will. You can boss me around and pick out all the vegetables.”

      “I do enjoy that,” she said thoughtfully. “Bossing you around is my very favorite activity.”

      Need tightened my gut for what felt like the fiftieth time that day. “Knock it off,” I growled into her hair. I couldn’t help but tap her on the ass and she started. “Stop trying to rile me up.”

      She turned, the mischievous grin on her face making her eyes light up and her lips curve in a wicked smile. I raised a brow, pretending to be unaffected. “I can’t help it. You’re too fun. But also, Jason, thank you.” Her whole face softened and she seemed to melt toward me. Her hands landed on my chest and mine landed on her waist, before I had a chance to think. She’s not yours, even though she feels like she is.

      “You’re trying to give me a New York day and I love it. And it’s been a really long time since I had borag. My dad would be so jealous.”

      Her soft eyes threatened to swallow me whole. Anything for you. My heart thumped.

      “Of course,” I said, somewhat hoarsely. “I know you’re missing your routine. New York or nowhere, but this isn’t bad either.”

      “No,” she responded, her eyes trained on mine. “It’s not bad at all.” With that, she pressed her hand to my chest and stretched up to kiss me. Her lips were soft, inviting, delicious, and I instinctively deepened the kiss, my hand rising up to cradle her jaw. The warm weight of her against my chest made me want to crush her to me. I brushed my thumb over her cheek as I slipped my tongue against the seam of her mouth. Her lips parted on a gasp. The breathy sound brought me back to reality. We were in a park, in public, surrounded by children. She dropped back down to her heels, lips parted and swollen, eyes slightly glassy. My breath heaved. I wanted to drag her home, to spend the entire day worshipping her. From the wild look in her eye, I thought she might want the same thing.

      “Come on, let’s buy some vegetables. I’ll let you carry the bag.” Her voice was slightly hoarse. At least one of us had some sense.

      She pulled me along through the stalls and I stumbled after her. I picked out new asparagus, peas, lettuce, all in a stupor. I tucked her under my arm as we walked, let myself be free with the lingering touches on her arm, the smiles when she joked suggestively about the size of the asparagus stalks. We look like a couple. After all, I’d watched thousands of couples in New York do this, I’d just never had the closeness for myself. When we finally go to the baker selling borag, her eyes lit up.

      “These look just like the ones my grandma used to bring us.” She was practically hopping with excitement, and I grinned. The stand was run by a woman in her forties, who seemed to appreciate Cynthia’s enthusiasm as she handed over two hot, flaky pastries.

      “It’s a family recipe,” she explained. “I hope you enjoy. Has your boyfriend here ever had one?”

      Cynthia gave an awkward laugh, her cheeks pink. “Oh, um. He’s not my boyfriend.”

      My body went numb as I handed the cash over to the proprietor.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You just make a really cute couple.” The woman smiled, slightly embarrassed.

      Cynthia chattered as we walked away, and I bit into my pastry without tasting it. He’s not my boyfriend. Her words reverberated in my head. Fuck. I wanted to scream. I guess if you pretended you didn’t do love for long enough, it became a reality.
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      When we got home, I immediately escaped and went for a run. The early evening was crisp, the setting sun a beautiful bruised blue and purple over the fields. My heart pumped and my breaths sawed and I felt alive. I ran a third mile, faster than the last, and then a fourth even faster, just because I could. My mind cleared more with every step, until Cynthia’s words from earlier barely registered. I stopped after five miles and made my way back to the house, enjoying the quiet and the stars just starting to come out.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        How’s it going with your hot colleague?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        How do you know she’s hot?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        We looked her up. She is hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jealousy flared through me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jason

      

      
        Stop salivating over her. I can almost hear it. And she’s opposing counsel, not a colleague.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        Semantics.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Are you jealous?? I think he’s jealous

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        You’re fucked.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was the understatement of the year.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        You’re so into her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Yeah, well, she’s not into me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        Is she blind? Unless you’ve gotten fat since the last time I saw you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Don’t hold back to protect my feelings or anything

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Feelings. Did you just say feelings? Yeah, you’re fucked.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shook my head and pocketed my phone. I was the king of not having feelings. But today? Acting like a couple, but not being one? Feeling possessive of her, but having no right to? Wanting to drag her behind one of the tents every five minutes? Her words had stung because they’d been the truth. I wasn’t her boyfriend. I was barely even her friend.

      She had a way of making the world feel brighter, and I couldn’t stop picturing her as mine. But she’s not yours. And soon you’ll be back to real life. The thought of it stopped me short. What would happen when we went back to the city? Would we go right back to being barely acquaintances? I can’t lose her. The thought of her as nothing but a face on my video calls. Fuck. No, I couldn’t bear that.

      The house came into view, bizarre turrets and huge porch appearing first, then the warm windows and the wild yard. Cynthia moved through the kitchen. Just that little peek made me want more. I raced up the steps, hoping she was still downstairs, desperate for her.

      I burst through the door and her eyes flew wide. She froze, mug of tea in her hand. Her hair was pulled up in a bun, highlighting her high cheekbones, that soft mouth, those thick lashes. My heart thudded.

      “Hi.” She gave me a small smile. “Are you being chased by a serial killer or something?”

      I think I’m falling in love with you. I reeled.

      “Uh, nope, just cold.”

      “Okay.” She cocked her head. “Should I help you with dinner later?”

      My hands shook with the need to crush her to me. Right. I had promised to cook for her. Like a boyfriend. And I had thought this was nothing? God, I was an idiot.

      “That would be great. Maybe I can show you a thing or two.” I sounded casual, right? Maybe not. She gave me another confused look, but nodded and headed upstairs. I sank onto the floor, head in my hands. How much time did I have with her? A few days? A week? When this deal blew up, we would be headed back to New York. And everything will change. I needed to make every moment count.
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      Something possessed me to try to look nice for our dinner. Maybe it was the kiss. That insane, all-consuming, heart-in-his-eyes kiss. Or maybe the way he murmured words into my skin after holding me like I was precious. Or the way he’d planned a whole day of activities just for me.

      My closet consisted mostly of suits for this trip, but I dug up a bright blue wrap dress and pulled it on. I shook my hair around my shoulders and applied a light dusting of highlighter on my cheekbones. I left my feet bare, since we were at home, and made my way into the kitchen. Jason was already there, in a crisp white button down, the sleeves rolled over his defined forearms. He was staring into the depths of the fridge with a frown on his face. I let my eyes trail over his lean form, that lovely tousled weekend hair, down his strong back, to that ass that had flexed with each thrust, those long legs. He really was the hottest man I’d ever seen.

      “I have on good authority that if you close and open it again, the contents will change,” I said, and he started.

      The flash of need on his face made me inhale sharply.

      “You look really nice,” he said, voice rough. “Now I need to make something worthy of your outfit.” He actually sounded worried, and my heart squeezed.

      “I’m easy, Jason. Don’t worry. I can be low key.” I sat down at the counter and poured myself a glass of the wine he had opened.

      He snorted a laugh. “You are not low key. You know what you want and you go for it.” He sounded admiring, not critical.

      I made a sound of agreement, watching him grab ingredients with the confidence of a seasoned chef. Each flex of those arms, each considering tilt of his head, made me sigh. I sipped the crisp white he had purchased at the market and let myself imagine briefly that we were together, and this was just another Sunday night. A date night at home, with his wife, whose favorite foods he knew how to cook by heart. He would have selected the produce at the Union Square Farmers’ Market, turning each onion over in those capable hands, selecting the wine with equal care, knowing exactly what she’d want. My heart ached. He’d be so fucking good at that. So good as someone’s husband. He was utterly competent and a good listener. He tucked information away to use later. And he, like me, seemed to enjoy quiet routine.

      Is that what you want? I’d never let myself consider it before.

      A brief sigh escaped, and he tilted his head towards me. “What’s on your mind?” he asked, as he sharpened the lone chef’s knife.

      “Just thinking about you.” I smiled. “And how you always stock enough food to feed an army.” And how I’m falling for you.

      “And how fucked up I am?” He scoffed and set the knife down.

      No. I would not stand for this. I circled the counter and grabbed his hand. Warm, rough skin slid against my own. “Don’t say that,” I said fiercely. “You’re not fucked up. You’re amazing. You’ve done the impossible and you make it look easy.” His throat worked, and he looked away. “Don’t you look away from me, Jason Elliott.” My voice rose. “I will support you, whether you like it or not. And I won’t hear any more of that nonsense. Now show me how to cook whatever the hell this is.” I dropped his hand and gestured at the vegetables he’d bought.

      He grinned. “Well, since you put it so politely…grab a knife. And no talking back.”

      Warmth kindled inside me. He believed me. And I felt like I could fly.

      “And, Cynthia?” He squeezed my hand again. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      We dug into our winter vegetable pasta not thirty minutes later and I closed my eyes in pleasure.

      “I’m going to take that face to mean you like it,” he teased. He was watching me eat and his eyes on me felt like a physical caress.

      “I love it. You’re a really good cook.” I sighed with happiness and took another bite. “Should we talk about tomorrow?”

      He grimaced. “I like pretending that this isn’t about to blow up in our faces. Can I have one more night?”

      I liked it too. I liked playing house with him and spending weekends with him, and that was all going to end. Right before my career blew up.

      I sighed. “It’s nice, isn’t it? Whatever this is.” I blushed a little. “I like spending time with you.”

      “The color of your face indicates that you are not pleased about admitting that,” he teased. Those blue eyes danced with glee, but a soft smile played on his lips. “But yeah, it’s been nice. Especially with everything else going to hell around us.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you ever settled down, what would that look like?” His question was casual, but I tensed.

      It would probably look a hell of a lot like this. And for some reason, I couldn’t picture another man in Jason’s seat. When I imagined coming home from a long day of work, I imagined him opening the door. I swallowed.

      “Honestly, I hadn’t given much thought to it.” That was true, at least. “I never let myself want something I can’t have.”

      “Can’t have?” He sat back and sipped his wine. “Why do you say that?”

      I don’t see you offering. My throat tightened. “There have always been too many obstacles. It’s so easy to get “mommy-tracked” at the firm. As soon as you get married, they start gossiping about how you’ll be pregnant and not able to work those sixteen-hour days anymore. And it’s hard to find someone who understands this life.” I shrugged, even though all I felt was an ache in my chest. “It just seemed silly to dream about something that probably won’t happen for me.”

      I looked up and met those blue, blue eyes. They were soft, shadowed, his soft mouth pressed in a line. “But if you could have it? Would you want it?” His question was low, urgent.

      I inhaled deeply for courage. “Yes, yes I would.”

      He nodded thoughtfully and let the subject drop. Thank god. We chewed in silence for a minute until I cleared my throat.

      “I know you want one more night of normalcy, but I just think we need to do a little more digging before we go to the partners. Let’s see what else we can find tomorrow at the office and then take it from there?” The thought of going to Gerald with this was horrifying.

      “I’m tempted to rip this off like a bandaid tomorrow morning, but I know that anything less than definitive proof is going to make our partners even madder.” He speared a hand through his hair. “The whole thing makes me feel a little ill.”

      I winced. “This is going to be unpleasant either way we slice it. I’d rather look thoughtful instead of paranoid. And in any case, we might not find anything.” I shrugged.

      “You’re being awfully nonchalant. I know how worried you are,” Jason said quietly. I looked up to see him regarding me steadily, swirling his wine.

      “I’m trying not to think about getting fired. I’m not sure if it’s working.” I took a hearty swallow of wine. “Gerald is not known for being reasonable. There’s a fair chance he fires me on the spot.” My stomach knotted.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Not helpful, Jason. This is pretty much it.”

      “I’m serious. This is a real technique. I learned it in therapy. I told you I was fucked up.” He winked, and I sighed.

      I held his gaze as anxiety tightened my throat. The blue of his eyes anchored me, like staring out at the ocean. I took a deep breath. “Ok, well, worst case is I get fired tomorrow and I don’t have another job.”

      He gave a short nod. “But you have savings. And you’ll get another job quickly. Hell, I’d recommend you in a heartbeat to come to my firm.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” I smiled at him and his quiet support.

      “And then what? You help your family, right? What happens to them?” He didn’t let up. This was the hard part.

      I bit my lip as I considered. His thick lashes swept down and up again. “Realistically, they’ll be fine.” It was the truth. “Devon will get by. My parents can figure out what to do with my father’s slipped disc. I have the money to help them now if they need it, anyway. I don’t need a job for that. And…I shoulder a lot of things because I can, not because I have to.” I took another deep breath. Saying those words felt good. Jason’s lips tilted up on one side.

      “What if you were a little more selfish?” His eyes were warm, and I leaned in towards him. They were melting me, softening me around the edges, drawing me to him.

      “You mean like I am here?” With him. When he demanded that I take things for myself, when he forced me to accept his support. Just how I forced him to accept mine.

      “Yes. Exactly like that,” he said vehemently.

      “I’m not really like that. I mean, I am in small ways. I buy the shoes I want, I take the vacations I like. I know how to do self care. But big picture?” I shrugged helplessly. Why didn’t I do more for myself? Why couldn’t I take a job I really loved?

      “Big picture is what matters most.” His eyes were hot on mine and he sounded almost angry for me. “Think about it. For me.”

      “Ok.” I smiled at him. “For you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Truth or dare?” We were on the couch, each of us unwilling to let this night end. Jason faced me, toying with one lock of my hair. It had been a night of small touches, a hand on my back here, his lips on my neck there, and I loved it. I’d told myself to enjoy it and forget about tomorrow. For just one night, I was happy to pretend he was mine.

      “Truth.” He sank his teeth into his full lower lip and my core tightened. “Would you let me restrain you?”

      Heat flashed through me. “You mean…”

      “Yes,” he bit out. He leaned forward. “In bed. Would you let me tie you up? Handcuff you?” I want that. But I wanted it on equal terms.

      “Would you let me do the same?” I countered.

      His eyes dropped closed, and he swallowed. “Fuck. Yes, I would. Of course.” He raised his gaze to mine, jaw clenched. “You know that’s my thing.”

      “Then yes. I want it,” I said, slightly breathless.

      His lids dropped closed for a moment. Something like want, or longing, flickered across his face.

      “Dare.” His voice was low, rough.

      “You don’t get two in a row,” I protested.

      “I don’t care.” He surged over me, pinning me to the couch. “Can I have anything I want?” His eyes searched mine, waiting for permission, always.

      “Yes, anything.”

      He smiled. “I want to show you how to sub.”

      I blew out a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “It’s not part of the dare. I want you to see how it works.” He traced over my arm with his finger, his face uncertain. “But you need a safe word. Because what you did to me was just a start. Like dipping your toe in the shallow end. But what I’ll do to you is so much more.”

      Already I could feel my pulse between my legs, heavy with desire. “Yes.” My voice was breathy, high. “Um, for a safe word, I’ll pick crossword.”

      He smiled. “Good choice.” His smiled dropped and his face hardened. His lake-blue eyes were bright above stark cheekbones. “Go upstairs. To my room, not yours. Take off your clothes and kneel on the floor. Don’t use a cushion. I want you to feel the carpet on your knees.”

      Oh god. Already his words were turning me on. Could I do this?

      “Okay,” I whispered.
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      I waited on the floor and I understood why Jason had said no pillow. Anticipation made my head swim, but the roughness of the carpet on my knees grounded me, the sensation pulling me back into my body when I thought I might float away.

      His slow tread on the stairs made my stomach jerk. I was slick between my legs already, wanting this, wanting to feel what he felt, to understand what he needed.

      The door creaked open, and I looked up. Bare feet, fine wool slacks on those strong legs. He ignored me as he unbuttoned his white shirt and let the halves flap open. Just that glimpse of his stomach made me press my legs together. He opened a drawer, idly running his fingers over the contents, before selecting a few ties and tossing them on the bed. When he finally turned, my breathing was shallow, my breasts heavy. It’s so hot that he’s ignoring me. Like I was something to be used for his pleasure. Or my own.

      He stepped in and brushed my hair back off my face, his face tight, but his eyes soft. “This ok?” He murmured.

      “Yes.” I tipped my head up, affection for him spreading like warm honey. He dropped a kiss to my lips, gentle, then harder, slipping his tongue into my mouth, taking control of my head with his hand on my jaw.

      When he finally pulled away, the outline of his erection was pressed against his pants. He swiftly pulled them down, followed by his briefs. My eyes arrowed to his cock and I swayed forward. I wanted to suck him down, make him go limp under me.

      “Stop.” His voice was a whip. “Don’t move unless I tell you to move.”

      I froze.

      “Cynthia.” I raised my head to meet those soft eyes. They were filled with an emotion I couldn’t name. My heart thudded. “Sweetheart. I’m going to walk you through this, okay? I don’t want you to be scared. Don’t forget your safe word, please.”

      I smiled up at him, trusting him, wanting more. “I want this, Jason.”

      His hand speared into my hair, and the sharp edge of pain brought me straighter. He stepped in until his thick erection was right there. He fisted it roughly and tapped it against my mouth.

      “Open,” he said. I opened. The tip of his cock slid between my lips.

      “Suck,” he commanded. So I did. His harsh breaths were music to my ears as I swirled my tongue around the crown and then sucked him down in deep draws.

      “That feels so fucking good,” he muttered. “Relax, sweetheart. Relax. Sit on your hands.” His voice was firm but coaxing. Normally, I’d grab him, fight for control, but I wanted the full experience. I tucked my hands beneath my shins and forced my shoulders down.

      “That’s right. Now relax your cheeks. See how good this feels? More.” He started to thrust in, gently, his hand around his erection to control the depth. “Oh, fuck.” He blew out a breath. “Relax your throat. Tap my thigh if this becomes too much. I’m going to fuck your mouth.” Oh god. My pulse beat between my legs.

      His shallow thrusts hit the back of my throat and I gagged a little. “That’s all I’ll give you. Take it. Relax. Just be.” His words were soothing, and I closed my eyes, savoring the roughness of his hand in my hair, the taste of him on my tongue. All I had to do was take it. Even with the slight gagging and the saliva gathering in my mouth, it was hot as hell. God, that’s good. His breath came in pants, a low noise tearing from his chest every time he hit the back of my throat. I felt my jaw relax, my throat open a little more. “Good,” he hissed. “So fucking good. You look so hot like that on your knees. Stay like that, sweetheart.” His words, his reactions, his touch. I trembled. It’s too much. Too much and not enough. I was empty, my core pulsing in time to his thrusts, and I couldn’t get enough friction from pressing my legs together. I sobbed out a little frustrated noise, and he jerked out of me. His eyes were wild and his body shaking a little.

      He grabbed me around the rib cage, scooped me against him. “You did so well. Just a little more.” He spoke into my hair, pressing gentle kisses, before dropping me on the bed and flipping me to my stomach.

      “Stay there.”
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      Cynthia was boneless against the quilt as I tied her ankles to each bedpost. I ran a palm down her back and she shuddered and gasped. Perfect. She was there. I knew that feeling. Letting go was blissful. But I had to know she wanted this.

      “Good?”

      “Yes,” she murmured into the quilt.

      “Normally, I’d have special ties for this. I’d bind your hands behind your back or to the bed. Or maybe cuffs. I think you’d like the cuffs.” She’d look so good like that. One palm landed on the round cheek of her ass and I dug bruising fingers into it, before slipping them down, down, to where she was wet and wanting.

      “Oh fuck,” I breathed. She was slick all the way down her thighs. “Were you dripping for me while you sucked my cock?”

      “Yes,” she sobbed into the quilt.

      “Relax, sweetheart. Let me make this good. I know what I’m doing.” One stroke, another, another, until she was limp on the comforter. My chest ached at how she trusted me, how she was willing to do this, because I’d asked. She’d never been part of this world before, but now she wanted to learn. For me. I wanted to worship her, to make this so good, she’d never forget the way our bodies fit together.

      I bent my head between her legs to taste her and she cried out. Thick swipes, soft strokes, delicate flicks. The taste of her was everything. Her breathy sighs were music to my ears. I was rough with my hands on her body, but gentle with my tongue, until I knew she saw stars. My cock was jerking against the bed, already so close after the way she’d sucked me down. But I could last. I was the king of drawing out pleasure until it was nearly pain.

      I sucked her clit into my mouth and smacked her ass, hard. She bucked and screamed into the comforter. The slick rush against my tongue told me everything I needed to know.

      I rose up behind her, pressing her down with one hand. “Stay flat on the bed. Take it, ok? If it’s too much, safe word.”

      “Too much?” Her voice was a little hoarse.

      “I’m going to fuck you like I hate you.” I slipped one finger into her, then two, and she trembled. I leaned over to kiss her shoulder, even as my cock nudged her entrance. “Never believe it. This is the furthest thing from hate.”

      Her hands fisted the sheets. I wanted it hard, but I couldn’t bear to hurt her. I pressed in to her wet heat and my cock pulsed. She felt really fucking good, and I exhaled through the overwhelming sensation. One inch, then another. When I was sure she was wet and ready, already pulsing around me, I slammed home. She cried out and clenched around my cock.

      She moved her hips, and I pressed her into the mattress, forcing her to take it at the angle I wanted. I fucked her with ruthless intensity, each thrust deep and hard. Her frustrated, needy sounds were the perfect soundtrack to the grip of her on my cock. They accompanied my low words of encouragement. I told her she was beautiful, perfect, too much for me, even as my legs shook and my back arched with pleasure.

      Another sharp roll of my hips and she moved across the bed. A heavy thrust and the slap of our bodies together was nearly obscene in the dark room.

      “Oh, god,” she gasped out. “I get it, Jason. Holy shit.”

      Her words were everything I needed to hear. I wasn’t too much for her, wasn’t a freak. She loved this. I closed my eyes and rolled my hips, again and again, moving by feel alone, but suddenly, I needed more. I smoothed shaking hands down her sides and slipped out of her. She gasped at the loss, but I was already untying her ankles with fumbling fingers.

      “Flip over for me.” She complied. Her lids were half-closed, and she looked pleasure-drunk.

      “I’m done playing, sweetheart.” I pressed my lips to her throat, the underside of her breast, her stomach. “I need all of you. No games.”

      She nodded, a smile on her lips. “You’re so hot. Please get back here,” she murmured, her words soft, appreciative. The look in her eyes went beyond lust.

      I slid back into her and she shuddered. I rolled my hips, keeping my eyes on her face. I wanted to drink in all her pleasure, to capture each sigh and groan for myself. My heart thudded wildly in my chest.

      “Yes, Jason, yes.” She grabbed at me, trying to force me deeper, and I let her. Pleasure tightened my groin in sharp bursts. She arched helplessly under me and I reached to circle her clit. Once, twice, and then she was coming, clenching reflexively around me and thrashing against the bed. I gritted my teeth. I needed to make this last for her, but it was hard, so hard, with her perfect body and her breathy moans. I slid out and in again, my cock thickening, then jerking, the orgasm taking me by surprise as sharp pleasure crested and I thrust sloppily into her. I squeezed my eyes shut and shuddered, the final jerks of my cock drawing her orgasm out.

      I slumped and met her gaze. Her eyes were soft. “That was the best sex ever,” she murmured.

      I love you, I thought. I love you and you have no idea. My eyes must have given me away, because she reached up to brush my face with her thumb. “Jason, you good?”

      “Yes, just winded. I did most of the work there.” I grinned, even while my pulse pounded and my body thrummed with the need to crush her to me. I pulled out of her and winced. “Stay there.”

      I got a wet cloth from the bathroom and returned to wipe gently at her thighs. She sighed and stretched out on the bed. “No one has done that for me before.”

      I wasn’t surprised. Men were jerks. “Aftercare is big in the kink community. It’s nice to feel cared for after sex.” I tossed the cloth away and flopped down next to her. “So, not too much for you?” I needed to hear it.

      She levered herself up to look me in the eye. “Did you miss my comment about that being the best sex ever? I wasn’t gassing you up, Jason. Something about you, about us…” She closed her eyes and shivered. “It really works for me.”

      It really worked for me, too. “Come here,” I said roughly. I pulled her against me, tucking her body against my own. I need this to last. Ending things with her might kill me. So don’t end it. Make her yours. Tomorrow, maybe. I would be brave enough tomorrow.
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      Jason made me breakfast in nothing but his briefs and I sighed over his insane body while I sipped my coffee and ate my French toast.

      Now, he was dressed in one of his endless array of suits and finishing his second cup of coffee while he thumbed through the crossword on his phone.

      “Keep biting your lip like that and we won’t make it through this.” The words popped out of my mouth and his head jerked up, eyes dark with desire. “Sorry, ignore me. It’s just…” I waved a hand helplessly in his general direction. “The suit is really doing it for me.”

      “I wear a suit every day.” He grinned at me, white teeth flashing and blue eyes crinkling. He did and damn, did it look good. He must get them custom-made because they hugged his broad shoulders and highlighted his lean legs in a way that made my mouth go dry.

      “It’s different today.” And it was. Today, it felt like Jason was mine. He was acting like a boyfriend, making me breakfast, doing his best to protect me from Gerald’s wrath, making love to me. Because that was what this morning had been. No games, no thinking, just slowly pleasuring me. I shivered. It felt like if I pushed, he’d give me more of himself. But what if he doesn’t? He’s made no promises.

      “What if we didn’t go to work?” I mused. We could have another day together, another perfect night.

      “I want nothing more.” He closed his eyes briefly as he chewed a bite. His hair was mussed and his stubble growing out. I loved it. He was undone, relaxed.

      “Today is going to suck.” The real reason I didn’t want to go to work. We were going to look for evidence of wrongdoing and then tell the partners.

      “I might be out of a job by this afternoon.” My voice shook.

      Jason rounded the counter and tugged me back into his chest. “I’m here. You won’t be doing any of this alone.”

      “I know.” I swallowed. “But Gerald is going to freak out.”

      “Then make it my fault.” His heartbeat was steady and strong against my back. “I’ll tell my firm first. Then you can go to Gerald with the issue. If anyone has to make a report to the feds, it will be us.”

      My heart squeezed. “You’d do that?” He’d take the fall to his partners, blow this deal up. All I’d have to report is opposing counsel and their client backing out.

      His chin came down to rest on my head. I’d never felt so protected, so loved. Oh, no.

      “For you, anything,” he murmured.

      Oh, no. No. I squeezed my eyes shut and tipped my head back against his chest. I’m in love with him. At the exact moment that everything was going to hell.
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      I hurried down the hall to his office and pushed open the door. All his text had said was that he’d found something.

      “You won’t believe what I found.” His voice was urgent, sharp. “Look at this.” He pushed a paper toward me.

      I scanned it. “Wire details? Why do you even have this?”

      “It was in a folder of materials they provided that we didn’t get a chance to review. Say what you want about the mob, but they are apparently adept at keeping a paper trail.”

      “Yeah and also disorganized enough to provide it by mistake,” I mused as I read the details. “These wires were rejected.” I looked up at Jason. “Banks only do that when there’s an error in the details or suspected fraud.”

      Jason crossed his arms. “Yep. Now check out the next page. They paid these same amounts in cash a day after the wires were rejected.”

      “In cash? This is a wire for $500,000. That’s a whole briefcase full of money.”

      “Exactly.” His eyes glinted triumphantly. “With this, and if we can find the financials, I think we’ll have enough. I bet I know where to find those, too.”

      “Well, that sounds ominous.”

      “Gene’s office,” he responded.

      I let my head drop back against the chair. “Ok, so the worst possible place.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Let the record reflect that I think this is a bad idea. We should dump this in the partners’ laps and move on with our lives.”

      Jason and I were standing inside Gene Delafonte’s office, which had been unlocked and had not required any breaking, just entering. My palms were sweaty and my heart raced. I wanted to run, but instead I took stock of all the paper he had. Floor to ceiling bookshelves with files on them, each stuffed to the gills. Ugh.

      “This is the most expedient way to get the information,” Jason reminded me.

      “As long as I don’t get horribly maimed by some of Gene’s henchman,” I grumbled, but started pulling files down and flipping pages. Jason did the same. Adrenaline sharpened my focus, my movements jerky, my brain racing to figure out what we needed.

      But just a few minutes later, I was starting to realize how futile this search might be.

      “This guy has more paper than I ever expected from someone in the 21st century, but literally none of it is helpful.” I dropped my file to the floor. “Have you found anything?”

      “Nothing,” he muttered, biting his lip as he scanned a page.

      I sighed and pulled the next file.

      And then I saw it. “Holy shit. Jason, look.” I flipped the page, and he gaped. In Gene’s neat handwriting were the details of thousands of offshore payments, to entities across Bermuda and the Cayman Islands, into Swiss bank accounts.

      “You did it.” He grabbed my face and kissed me, gripping my waist and delving his tongue into my mouth. “Brilliant woman.”

      He let me go, and I breathlessly pulled out my phone to start snapping photos. We worked as quickly as we could and then started putting Gene’s office to rights. Now that we’d found what we needed, my heart pounded. Gene could walk in at any moment, despite Jason’s assurance that he wasn’t in the office. We had stolen materials from him. We were such idiots.

      “Jason, faster.” My throat was tight with anxiety.

      “I know, I know.” His hands flew over the shelves as he alphabetized the files exactly the way Gene had left them.

      A door banged, and I froze.

      “Was that the front door?” I hissed. Gene’s office was right next to the entrance.

      “Go, just go. I’ll stay.” He slashed his hand through the air.

      “No, I’ll help.” We stuffed documents back into folders, moved files. Jason practically shoved me out the door when we were done, right into Gene’s chest.
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      “What the fuck were you doing in my office?” Gene’s meaty fingers closed around Cynthia’s upper arm and she winced. His brows were drawn low and his voice harsh.

      “Take your hand off of her,” I spat. Cold rage filled me at the sight of his fingers squeezing her flesh.

      “Answer my question.”

      Cynthia jerked her arm out of his grasp, and I stepped in front of her. “We were waiting for you. We need the deeds for the properties owned by the company.”

      Gene made a derisive sound and shoved past us. “Always with the requests. Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “This is our job,” Cynthia shot back.

      “You’re not my lawyer. I don’t have to listen to you.” Gene gave her a smug, cold smile and she stepped forward as if to get in his face. I stiff-armed her behind me. She was way too aggressive, and Gene was not to be trifled with.

      Gene’s eyes flashed to where I held her back. His brows rose and his lips twisted. “So that’s how it is. You two are a thing. I wonder if your bosses know about this? Stay away from me, Red, or I’ll ruin you.”

      My fist clenched. “Shut the fuck up.” My voice sounded foreign to me. It was hard, cold. Gene’s brows rose in surprise. I’d kept my cool thus far with him, but I was done.

      “Or what, pretty boy?” His voice dripped with venom.

      The name made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Memories assaulted me. Fights behind the bar, broken bones, spit on my face. I bared my teeth.

      “I’ll fucking ruin you.” I refused to show our hand to him, but I couldn’t stand for this bullying. It was the one thing that made me drop the mask and lose my cool, even after all these years.

      I whirled and grabbed Cynthia’s hand. She was silent, possibly stunned, as we rushed through the hall.

      “Get your documents and meet me in the parking lot. We need to leave.”

      She gave a short nod and hurried off, her heels soundless on the beige carpet. My heart thudded in my chest. Fucking Gene. I wanted to punch something. I scooped up my laptop and my files and met her at the door. We took the back hallway to the parking lot, silent, hoping that Gene wouldn’t come after us. Time slowed until we burst into the sunlight.

      “Get in the car,” I said roughly.

      Cynthia’s gaze darted to her rental car.

      “We’ll call the rental company,” I bit out, already unlocking the doors. “I want you with me. Who knows what these guys will try? We’re going to the house and then straight to the airport.”

      “Ok, sure.” She buckled in and I sped off, focused on getting home, on not being followed. I checked the rearview mirror every few minutes, almost compulsively. I’d done this before, been just as eager to escape, just as paranoid about being caught. My hands tightened on the wheel.

      “It’s ok,” she murmured. “No one is following us.”

      I knew it, in my brain, but my body wouldn’t respond. I drove with ruthless focus, hands tight on the wheel, jaw clenched. Turn, then straight, then the driveway, up the stairs, until we were inside and the door was bolted and I could finally, finally, breathe.

      I sucked in great, gasping lungfuls of air as I leaned against the front door.

      “Jason.” Cynthia’s brows were drawn as she approached me. “It’s ok.”

      I nodded, helpless, shuddering. I’d be alright. This was PTSD. I hadn’t felt it in a long, long time.

      Cynthia edged closer, wary. “It’s ok,” she murmured, before one quick movement had her throwing her arms around my waist and pressing her face against my chest. “It’s ok. It’s ok. No one is following.” She repeated the words as she ran her hand over my back. My heart still thudded in my chest, the adrenaline still made my legs shake, but I could feel the panic ebbing. I closed my eyes and let my forehead meet hers. Her riotous curls tickled my cheek and her warm scent filled my nose. Hugging her felt like coming home.

      Minutes passed, and she didn’t move. I focused on the warm weight of her, how neatly she fit against me. Slowly, the adrenaline drained.

      “Thank you,” I said into her hair. “It hasn’t been that bad in a long time.”

      She pulled back to meet my eyes. “What hasn’t?”

      I sighed as she relaxed back into me. “The PTSD. From when I left. I spent a lot of time driving, looking in the rearview mirror, hiding from bad people. Today brought that all roaring back.” I shifted, still uncomfortable sharing these pieces of myself. Cynthia squeezed me more tightly in response. Tell her. Tell her you’re obsessed with her. Would she take the leap with me? The words were on the tip of my tongue.

      “So, do we call the partners now?” Cynthia’s question cut into my much more pleasant thoughts.

      “Let’s wait. We need to leave. Pack your stuff. I’ll get us flights.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      The clawing panic eased when we took off for New York, and had mostly dissipated by the time we touched down. Cynthia had slept on my shoulder most of the flight and I had stayed stock still in my seat for fear of waking her. Stock still except for the wine and the groceries and the flowers I’d had delivered to my apartment. Tonight. I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to tell her how I felt.

      And god, it felt good to pretend to be hers. To usher her through the airport with my hand on her back, to put her suitcase in the overhead bin for her.

      “It feels good to be here,” I said. We were in the cab line, just a few people from the front.

      “Happy to be back and anonymous?” Cynthia asked.

      “Hell, yes. And glad we got away from Gene.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I guess I’ll tell Mitchell tonight about the deal. It’s only five pm. And I’m worried about Gene going off half-cocked.”

      She nodded, her eyes dark and a little sad. “Makes sense.”

      “What’s wrong? Not glad to be back?”

      “Not really.” Her mouth twisted. “I mean, yes, I love New York. I love coming home to it. But I liked how we were at the house, too.” She looked down and fiddled with her suitcase handle. “It felt like a bubble. And now we’re back in the real world.”

      And everything will change. She didn’t need to add.

      “Come home with me,” I blurted. I’d wanted to ask her more eloquently to come over for dinner, but I hated how small and sad she looked and I couldn’t let her go home like this. Her head jerked up. “I don’t want this to end either.”

      She gave me a soft smile. “I would love that.”
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      “I remember this elevator.” Cynthia’s eyes danced as we waited for my floor.

      “It’s a death trap,” I muttered. “Very few townhouses have them. I like to imagine that some Gilded Age family owned this place and needed the elevator installed to bring the champagne and caviar up from the kitchen. Speaking of.” I hefted the grocery bag that the delivery folks had left in the hallway. Mrs. Cooper downstairs would have let them in. She was always home on weekday evenings. “Dinner?” Dinner and then a confession. My heart lurched.

      “Oh, wow. Yes. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I want to.” I need you to see who I can be for you. I pushed open the door and sighed with pleasure.

      Cynthia looked around curiously. “I love this townhouse. I guess I’d forgotten what it looked like. It’s very old New York. Dark, elegant. Kinda like you,” she teased.

      I wheeled our suitcases into the hall. “Elegant, eh? That’s what you see?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She fanned herself. “I told you, GQ model. It’s the suits. And the cheekbones. You should call Calvin Klein if this whole lawyering thing falls through. I’d pay for photos of you in your underwear.” She wagged her eyebrows and I couldn’t help but capture her mouth, press her to the wall, try to suck down that light and fire and loyalty in little sips and bites.

      When I let her up, she was panting. “Wow.” Her eyes were already heavy-lidded, her body limp.

      I winked, and she followed me into the living room, which was more modern than the hallway and the bedrooms, but still comfortable and old. A bar cart sat against the wall, a big sofa in the middle, the kitchen to the right, with its gleaming knives and pots hanging above the island.

      “Rip it off like a bandaid?” she asked, her eyes shadowed.

      I sighed heavily. “Yeah. Let me call Mitchell. I don’t want to dump this on Nisha.” While Mitchell was the more junior partner on the H Brands matter, Nisha was usually too busy to chat. She didn’t need this.

      “Let me show you my office.” Cynthia couldn’t stay, not when I needed the call with Mitchell to remain privileged. Her presence meant any court could depose either of us about the conversation. I showed her into my little library and office, which was full of books and an armchair and a gleaming oak desk, before I settled myself on the couch.

      Mitchell picked up on the first ring, like he always did, even on the rare occasions when I had called him at four or five am. As one of just a handful of Asian partners at the firm, Mitchell had to be more responsive and better than the other partners, and while he might make my life hell, I admired him.

      “Jason, how’s it going?”

      “Honestly, not great.” I loosed a breath. “I’m back in New York.”

      “Really? I thought diligence was supposed to last another week. Did the TJR lawyer get everything she needed?

      “No.” I leaned my elbow on my knees. I think I’m going to be sick. “From everything I can gather, it looks like our client is involved in some sort of criminal activity. Gene threatened me, and the associate from TJR today.”

      “What the hell? Threatened you? What did he say?”

      “He told us to stay out of his business. He used force on the TJR lawyer.” And I’d wanted to kill him for it.

      “Fuck,” Mitchell breathed. Yeah, I’m with you. “So opposing counsel knows, right? Does the purchaser?”

      “The TJR partners know, or will soon. Their lawyer figured it out. And today was a dead giveaway. He grabbed her. I had to intervene. There’s no way this deal goes through after that. It’s only a matter of time until she tells her client.”

      “Damn it.” Mitchell’s harsh curse was loud in my ear. I could hear his muffled footfalls as he paced. “This deal is dead. And now we need to figure out whether to blow the whistle on them. What have you seen?” That was Mitchell. He got right to the point when it mattered.

      I started to list off everything we’d discovered. The list was damning, but mostly circumstantial. Overheard conversations about threats of violence, secret offshore accounts, massive wire transfers, notes about payments being made in cash, possible bribes.

      Mitchell was silent when I finished. “This does not look good.” His voice was flat, pissed. At me, at the circumstances, I wasn’t sure, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to ask.

      “I know. I spent a while looking for more concrete evidence, but after we had to flee from the building today, I decided it was time to pull the plug.” I left Cynthia’s name out of it. Maybe I could protect her from the fallout.

      “It goes without saying, but don’t contact Gene until I handle this. Do you have the files you need?”

      “Yep. I grabbed them before we got out.” And I had photos on my phone of the most important evidence. “So you think they’re criminals?” I was sure of it, but Mitchell hadn’t been there to see Gene’s anger, the venom he’d spewed.

      “Have you seen Gene’s suits? He practically shouts mobster.” Mitchell snorted. “In all seriousness, there’s always been something a little off about them. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Our money laundering checks when they came on as a client didn’t find anything concrete, but they asked if they could pay in cash. They dropped it pretty quickly and pretended it was an error, but that should have been a red flag. Send me what you’ve found, but don’t put any conclusions in email. And keep our general counsel in copy. I’ll let you know once we’ve notified the client. Opposing counsel should wait until then to have their client take action.”

      “You got it.” If Mitchell was telling me not to put findings in email, it meant he was taking this seriously.

      “And Jason? Thanks for telling me.” He hung up. I let my head drop back onto the couch. The events of the day threatened to crush me. I texted Cynthia to let her know she could come back in and she reappeared a few minutes later, looking soft and sexy in her yoga pants and cropped tank top.

      “All good?” Her eyes were shadowed with concern.

      “Come here,” I demanded roughly, and she came easily, curling herself into my chest. My arms came around her and just the feel of her in my arms was everything. My body relaxed into the couch, her even breaths calming me. I pulled her hair back to press my lips to her neck, and she made a soft noise of pleasure.

      “So I guess everything went ok?” Her voice was breathy.

      “Yes, Mitchell is going to tell the client. You’ll still have to talk to Gerald, and your client eventually, but we’ll handle everything with the investigation.” Mitchell hadn’t promised that, but I would make sure of it. “I promise you, I will try to protect you from the fallout. As much as I possibly can.” I feathered my thumb over her jaw and watched her eyes soften, her lips curve.

      “Thank you.” She flung her arms around my neck and buried her face against my shoulder. Her lips feathered along my jaw. With her in my arms, I was the king of the world, a thousand feet tall, an imposter no longer. No, I was a superhero.

      “I got you,” I said, the words insufficient for how good it felt to do this for her.

      “No one has ever done anything like that for me. I’m always the doer, the strong one. The way you stood up to Gene for me. I don’t know what I would do if he started spreading rumors about me.” Her throat worked against my neck. “Thank you, Jason.” Her voice was muffled as she clung to me.

      Suddenly, my heart was in my throat. I needed to tell her how I felt. There had never been another woman like her, there never would be. I would destroy Gene a thousand times over for her.

      “Cynthia, I —“

      Her phone rang, and she leapt up. I sank back into the couch, shaking. She made a gesture like she needed to take the call, and I nodded. When she was done, I’d tell her. I would make her dinner and use tonight to declare my feelings for her. With the soft look she was giving me, I thought she might be all in. Just like I was.
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      “Hi, is this Cynthia?”A cheerful woman’s voice came over the line as I paced Jason’s study. The call had come from a Texas number, which was odd.

      “Hi, this is she.” I had no idea who this was. Maybe something related to the case?”

      “I’m so glad I could reach you. This is Tina from Human Rights Defense. You interviewed with us about a month ago?”

      My stomach bottomed out. What could they possibly want?

      “I remember. I really enjoyed meeting everyone,” I said carefully.

      “We loved meeting you, too. And I know we offered the role to someone else, but we have an urgent need to fill a second position, and everyone here really liked you. We’re hoping you’d be willing to accept and start sooner rather than later. It would be temporary, just a year, but we think you’d be a great addition to the team.”

      Holy shit. My palms started to sweat. “Thank you, Tina. I’m excited about the offer. Let me think about it today and then come back to you.” I stumbled over the words. I wanted to shout “I accept” into the phone, but I knew this was the more professional route.

      “Great,” she trilled, promising to email me the details and the formal offer.

      We hung up and I slumped into Jason’s armchair, shaky with adrenaline. This was my dream job. Fighting for people like my parents who had come here with nothing, doing work that meant something.

      This was a temporary role, but it would set me on a whole new path. I have to tell Jason. The thought stopped me short. Texas meant moving, and moving meant we were definitely done. But maybe we were done anyway. I chewed my lip. Jason had never promised me anything. He stood by you. He gave you more than one night. I squeezed my eyes shut. I so badly wanted that to mean something. The fantasies I had spun for myself while he played house were so tempting. He was fantastic. I needed to call Margo before I got even more muddled.

      I called her and it was a few rings before she answered.

      “Hi,” she yelled. “Hold on. We’re hiking, but we’re just walking to the car. One minute.” She gave me a thumbs up, her hair sticking to her sweaty face. Andrew’s chest came into view. He clearly had his arm looped around her. His head dipped down to speak directly into her ear and she blushed. I wanted that. He was obsessed with her. Every time they were together, he looked for ways to touch her, to make her happy. And she, who had thought she was too driven to find love, had blossomed even more with him in her corner.

      She finally shut the car door, and the wind was silent. “Hi, sorry. We just finished the best hike. It was slow today, so Andrew forced me to take the day off.”

      “Is that what the kids call it these days?” I teased.

      “Very funny.” She reddened, so I knew Andrew had tried something on the trail. “What’s up? How’s the deal going?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her, but realized I couldn’t say anything. If H Brands was going to be investigated by the feds, then I couldn’t tell anyone what we knew. I settled for, “It’s ok. Not great. Should be done soon. But more importantly, do you remember Human Rights Defense in Texas?” Margo had counseled me through the entire interview process.

      “Oh yeah.” She frowned. “Those assholes.” I smiled at her loyalty. She had declared I was better off without them after the rejection.

      “Yes, but they just called and they want to hire me for a new role.”

      “Oh my god,” she yelled. “I take it back. That’s amazing. You really wanted that job.” She scanned my face over the video and frowned.

      “Why don’t you look thrilled? I thought you’d be over the moon.”

      I sighed. I was thrilled, but something in me still held back. My family? My ego? The part of me that liked making money? I wasn’t ready to examine that, not right now. And then there was him.

      “I want more with Jason.” I squeezed my eyes shut so I couldn’t see her face. “He’s promised nothing, and neither have I, but the thought of going from here to Texas…it just sucks.” My chest squeezed at the thought. No more dinners together, no more hanging on the couch, no more telling me to lean in.

      I opened my eyes to see Margo smiling at me. “You’re so in love with him.” She was all too pleased with herself. “I knew it. I knew last time you called that something was up,” she crowed.

      “I think you’re right,” I whispered. “But he might break my heart. And I’m not going to turn this job down to stay with him. I can’t do that.” My pulse sped up. I had vowed never to give up my ambitions for a man. “Turning this down would go against everything I believe in,” I admitted. Margo’s face twisted in sympathy.

      “What happens if you tell him and you ask him to go with you?”

      He hated small towns. My stomach dropped. He will never go with me. He would have to love me more than he hated his past. “Um, I don’t think he would, honestly. He wants to stay in the city,” I replied.

      “Oh.” Margo’s voice was small, sad. “Feel him out. You lose nothing by giving him the space to come with you. Just…be open to it, okay?”

      We hung up, and I dug my nails into my palms. I wanted to see where this led. I wanted more. I was pretty sure he did too, but what if it meant giving up his precious anonymity? What if it meant living a life he knew he would hate? I wasn’t sure Jason would make that leap. The thought of asking him to come with me, begging, and being rejected…I couldn’t do it. I had too much pride. He’s made no promises. He had so many demons, and I wasn’t sure I was enough to make him change.
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        * * *

      

      I smoothed my hands awkwardly over my leggings as I went into the living room. I would have changed into something nicer, but I saw how Jason’s eyes raked over my body in this outfit. I thought that my cropped tank and my yoga pants might be the best way to reel him in.

      I smelled dinner before I saw him. He was in the kitchen, head down over the stove, stirring something that smelled amazing. I paused in the hallway to take him in, admiring his masculine beauty. My mouth went dry. I think I love you, Jason Elliott.

      He turned and smiled, his eyes wrinkling at the corners. My heart thudded and my palms started to sweat.

      “Hey there,” he said, before snagging me with one arm and pulling me against him for a kiss. His lips slipped over mine, firm, delicious, tasting me. I gripped his shirt and kissed him back. He made a small noise in his throat and the spoon he was holding clattered against the pot. Could he feel my whole heart in this kiss? It was there in the way my hand sank into his hair, in the way I rose up on my toes to fit my body against his. And I thought his was there too, with every thud of his heart against my breast, each time he dipped his tongue out to taste me.

      I sank back down and he let me go slowly, banding my body against his so that I slid down with delicious friction.

      “What are you making?” I murmured the question, not wanting to break the spell between us.

      “Chicken with morels,” he whispered back.

      “Do you need help?” I whisper-shouted at him and he smiled.

      He swatted me on the behind. “Get over there and have a glass of wine. You can watch me work.”

      I grabbed a glass and settled in to watch him move around the kitchen. He was graceful, confident. I want this every day.

      “The wine is good.” I sipped the crisp white and rolled it over my tongue. I had tasted it on his lips, and I wanted more of that heady flavor.

      “One of my favorites,” he murmured absently, focused on his sauce. “The store near me delivers.”

      He must have planned this on the plane. He wants you. He was taking care of me in his quiet, steadfast way. Maybe he would go with me.

      “I got a job offer today.”

      His head jerked up at my words. “No way. Doing public interest?”

      “Yep. At the same place that turned me down right before the deal started. They have a second role. I’d be helping asylum seekers and people at risk of deportation. My dream job.” I grinned. “They want me to start ASAP.”

      “That’s amazing. It’s exactly what you wanted.” He flipped the stove off and strode over to me. “Are you going to take it?” He looked so thrilled for me and my heart squeezed.

      “That’s the thing.” A sigh loosed from my lips. “I’m not sure. Am I ready to make this leap? So much of my identity is tied to being a firm lawyer, a provider for my family. I’m not sure who I am without that.”

      His eyes softened, the deep blue of them drawing me in. “A happier person, maybe, or more fulfilled. The firm will always be waiting for you. You should take this chance. After all, you said it was your dream job. Take it and live the life you know you want.” My heart thumped in my chest at his words. He was right. He saw me so clearly, maybe even more clearly than I saw myself. The firm wasn’t my passion, not like it was Margo’s. I’d always wanted something different.

      His hand came up to cradle my jaw, and I closed my eyes at the contact. His palm was warm and slightly rough. He feathered his thumb once, twice, and my heart sped up. The look he was giving me, the way his lips tilted when I was near, like he couldn’t help but smile, it made my palms sweat. It was now or never.
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      I was so damn proud of her. She was reaching out, grabbing what she deserved, getting out of the hellish firm life she hated. I couldn’t help the hand that rose to cradle her jaw, couldn’t help the soft expression on my face while she held my gaze. I was sure she could read every emotion in my eyes. Let her see. I was so damnably nervous. I’d never done this with a woman before. No, most of my encounters had been fun, frisky, meaningless. Romance? I had no idea how to do that. But from her slightly dazed expression, I thought I might be doing okay.

      Tell her now. My heart stuttered. I opened my mouth to speak. “Cynthia, you’re amazing, I—“

      “If I take this job, I’m leaving,” she said at the same time.

      My heart stuttered. The words died on my tongue.

      “What?” My voice was rough. “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” She couldn’t leave. She loved New York. I want you to love me, too.

      “The position is temporary, but it’s in Texas. The office is in a small town near the border.” She looked serious and sad, scanning my face. I was frozen, dread coursing through me. I could come with her, maybe. If you can bear it. If she even wants you to come.

      “How small?”

      “As small as Booth.”

      My stomach clenched. The words to offer to come with her were on the tip of my tongue. My whole body rebelled, and I clamped my lips shut. I couldn’t. I couldn’t give up the privacy of the city, the anonymity. Small towns were filled with prying eyes and secrets. And what if they found me again? I sucked in air.

      “I thought you loved New York,” I replied roughly. What I really meant was, I thought you felt this too. But she didn’t. She was leaving. She wasn’t inviting me to come, wasn’t declaring herself. This was all one-sided, and I was an idiot. This is what you wanted, remember?

      “I do love New York, and I’ll be back. I need to take this chance, though, for me.”

      “I see.” My voice was quiet, and her lips twisted as she scanned my face. “I’m happy for you,” I said woodenly, wishing I meant it.

      “Thanks,” she responded, her eyes shadowed. She didn’t believe me. You need to fake it. I didn’t want her to know how devastated I was, and I didn’t want to ruin this for her. So I pasted a smile on my face and bumped her shoulder with mine. “So the cornfields really did it for you, did they?”

      Her lips tilted a little at that, her expression cleared. “Believe me, I’ll miss New York every single day.”

      “Let’s toast. This calls for celebration.” Each word made my stomach dip. I’d never been faker than I was now. She raised her glass in response.

      “To the most brilliant woman in the world,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You deserve all this and more.” We clinked glasses, and I drank, feeling like a fraud. I wanted to throw my glass against the wall, get down on my knees, beg her to stay. Instead, I calmly put the glass back on the table and asked her if she had ever been to Texas.

      I tried to be as normal as I could for the rest of dinner. The pounding of my pulse, the rush of blood in my head, it was too loud. But I cracked jokes, asked her about the pro bono matters she had worked on at the firm, what she would miss most about New York, and I thought she bought it.

      We finally finished, and she went to change out of her travel clothes. I loosed a shuddering sigh that had been building for the entire meal. The walls were closing in, the air was too thin.

      Even though I had just finished eating, I needed a run to clear my head, to erase her.

      “Cynthia, I’m going out for just a few minutes,” I yelled. Running, always running.

      Outside, my stomach sloshed and rolled as I eased into a jog. The night was cool on my heated face and I tilted my head up to the sky. Each footstep took me further from the house, from her, and I hated it. Was this how it would be when she was gone? This gut-wrenching, heart-stopping sickness? This was the reason I only did one night. Everyone left. The women who had come before, my parents, everyone. And now her. Right after I showed her all my secrets. I stumbled, but narrowly avoided falling. It was happening again. Freak.

      The dark thoughts dogged me as I ran, feeling ill from my dinner and the inevitable end. The run didn’t clear my head the way it usually did. No, when I mounted the steps after a few miles, I still dreaded and anticipated seeing her, knowing it was a prelude for the years to come.

      When I pushed open the door, she was there, on the couch, achingly beautiful with her wild red hair and her dark eyes. I stared for just a minute before she turned. Oh, she looked angry.

      “Running again, Jason?”

      “I needed to clear my head,” I said shortly.

      “You needed to clear your head.” She shook hers and then stood in a rush. “What do you have to be so upset about?”

      I was silent for a second, my heart thudding. She couldn’t see how devastated I was. I kept my face carefully blank. “Just stressed,” I said mildly. “You know, with everything with Gene.”

      “That’s it?” She crossed her arms.

      “Yep.” I walked to the kitchen and poured some water, my stomach clenching, my legs shaking. I didn’t want her to see how much of a mess I was. But she was still here, still pushing me for whatever reason.

      “You know what, whatever.” Her voice was rough. “You’re not going to change. I tried.” She shook her head.

      My heart stuttered. “Cynthia, I — I’m sorry.” I spread my hands helplessly. “Tell me what you want me to do.”
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      Tell me what you want me to do. I stared at him in shock. He needed me to tell him. I crossed my arms.

      “Would you ever move to a town like Booth?”

      He swallowed and his eyes flicked away. “No,” he said roughly. “I need the privacy of the city.”

      My stomach dipped. He wouldn’t fight his demons for me. I wasn’t enough.

      “Cynthia. You know that. I told you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Just like you told me you only do one night. I wasn’t even sure what I was asking for. All I knew was that his rejection of me would be more than I could bear.

      “You did,” I said, my voice breaking. With jerky movements, I grabbed my phone and my suitcase.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “I think I should go home,” I said, my throat starting to clog with tears. Oh god, I need to get out of here. “I’ll, uh, see you, Jason.” Would I? I stumbled down the hall where we’d undressed each other that first night, into the elevator where he’d kissed me like he needed me to live.

      Jason didn’t call out to me, didn’t ask me to return. Why couldn’t he take just one tiny step towards me?

      I took a cab to my empty apartment and walked unseeingly through the dim light into my bedroom. The king sized bed with the handwoven quilt was a beacon of comfort. I stripped off my clothes and got under the covers.

      Mistake. I was alone with my thoughts. I squeezed my eyes shut to keep the tears from coming. I can’t believe how fast that all went up in flames. Jason was never going to change, never going to take that leap from being Mr. One Night to being something more. I could have sworn he’d been sad when I told him I was leaving New York, but no, he’d been fine. The small talk and the way he had calmly eaten his dinner after my revelation, it made me want to scream. The way he had toasted me. The way he had asked what he needed to do. As if I should beg him. I dug my nails into my palms.

      I texted Margo, not sure I could get on the phone right now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        I told him. No reaction. He doesn’t care.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send and let my face crumple, let a few tears leak out around the edges.

      She responded immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        WTF… He’s an idiot.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had to smile at that. Margo was my number one supporter.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        What did he say??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cynthia

      

      
        He toasted my departure.

      

      

      

      

      

      Toasted me when I wanted someone to beg me not to go, to offer to come with me, even though he was terrified. I wanted him to offer to wrestle his demons for me, to be brave for me, to fight for me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        Toasted you? I will kill him

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cynthia

      

      
        I need to forget about him. I’m accepting the job offer tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Margo

      

      
        I’m excited for you!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Also, I want to be there when you give notice so I can see Gerald’s face

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirked at that. It was going to feel really good to get out of there. Now that I had decided to leave, I felt free. And I ignored the part of my brain that reminded me of Jason’s part in encouraging me to take this job.

      As I got ready for bed, I saw him texting me. Three little dots. They came and went, until they disappeared completely. Coward.

      I had seen the man behind the mask for a few glorious weeks, and now, we would go back to being colleagues, opposing counsel, nothing more.
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      I paced my office while I waited for Devon’s phone to ring. Pick up, idiot. He was probably surfing or something. I needed this pep talk before I walked into the dragon’s den.

      “Hey sis,” he finally answered.

      “Hey loser,” I responded with affection. “How’s the LA life?”

      “It’s great. And hey, I think I met someone last night,” he replied, and I smiled. Devon “met the one” every week, but couldn’t keep a relationship to save his life. “I can picture you rolling your eyes right now, but I think she’s the one.” Devon loved love. My chest ached. I’d loved it too, for a few glorious weeks.

      “I think I’m going to quit my job and I need a pep talk.” I whispered the words so no one could overhear. He was silent for a minute. “Dev, did I shock you into an early grave?”

      “Yes,” he sputtered. “You are going to quit? You like, love, working. It’s your favorite thing.”

      “I do not. Just because we do different types of work.” I was miffed at his perception of me. “I’ll have you know I’m relaxed by law firm standards.”

      “I know, I know. I just mean, damn.” He loosed a sigh. “You’re obsessed with winning. So you’re going to another firm, I assume?”

      He sounded resigned, so it was with pleasure that I said, “Nope. I’m going to a temporary role in Texas to do immigration defense. I’ve wanted to do this forever.” I hadn’t confessed my secret dream to anyone but Margo. And now, Jason. Don’t think about him.

      “Wow. So if you’ve wanted to do this, why do you need the pep talk?”

      “Because I’ll be just like everyone else, Dev. Just like mom and dad. I know it sounds bad.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “Right now, I live in another world. People listen when I speak. I’m important. Powerful people — powerful men — follow my advice without question. I have money to insulate me from all the difficulties people deal with. If mom and dad or you have issues, I can solve them. I won’t be able to do that anymore.” I paused. Was I seeking his blessing for this decision? I guess I was.

      “Sis, you know none of us care if you can do that for us. We’ll still love you. Yeah, it’s nice and I appreciate the hell out of how generous you are, but you should be happy. And maybe a life with fewer creature comforts and status would still bring you more happiness than mortgaging your soul.”

      “Are you sure?” I whispered.

      “Yes,” he replied with conviction. “Get the hell out of there and don’t look back. Look forward.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My heart raced and my hands shook slightly as I pushed open the door to Gerald’s office. You got this. Don’t look scared.

      “Enter,” he said, unnecessarily, before looking up from his document and blinking owlishly. “Oh, hi Cynthia.”

      I smoothed my palms down my skirt and dropped into the chair across from him. Gerald always made me a little bit nervous. He looked like a kindly old grandfather, but his blood was roughly half gin at any given time and he didn’t suffer fools.

      “I’m giving notice.” The words came out in a rush. His expression darkened. “I’ve taken a position doing pro bono immigration work.” I didn’t want him to think I was going to a competitor.

      For a moment he was silent, and then he rubbed a hand over his face, looking exhausted. “I have to say, I’m sad to see you go.”

      “I — thank you, Gerald.” His reaction was unexpected.

      “I know you haven’t exactly found your place here, not in the way Margo did, and I regret that. You’re an incredibly talented lawyer, and I hope you’ll enjoy the work you’ll do at your new job.” He folded his hands across his belly. “I wanted to do pro bono work at one point, and part of me still wishes I had. Good for you for chasing your dreams.”

      I sat, stunned. My eyes prickled. “That means a lot. I’m really excited.” I got up, knowing he preferred to keep conversations short and to the point.

      As I turned to go, my throat tight, he said, “Cynthia, I want you to know. It would have been you over Brett. And if you ever want to come back, our door will always be open to you.”

      I thanked him and scurried back to my office. I felt lighter, free. I grabbed my phone to text Jason and stopped short. My stomach dipped. There would be no texting Jason. There would be nothing with Jason. My hand clenched around the phone. I couldn’t get rid of him. I thought about him every day. Every night for each of the last three nights, when I went to sleep, I imagined his strong arm banding me to him, with just enough force to let me know that he needed the closeness as much, or more, than I did. I pictured his perfect body moving over me, the way he called me “sweetheart” in the heat of the moment.

      I took a deep breath and sent Margo a message instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        I did it!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        YES. Drinks?

      

      

      

      

      

      I met Margo at our favorite downtown dive, the one where we had spent many late nights, and even one Christmas Eve. She was fresh from the office, in her favorite work outfit; black suit, black loafers, black tank top, all of which looked killer on her with her dark eyes and dark hair. She looked so contended now, even on the days she was tired and sick of trying to reel in new clients. Andrew had done that. The man had been odious for years, but I could admit that his love for her was the best thing about him.

      “Hey there!” She leapt up and gave me a hug, a huge grin on her face. “I got us shots. We need to celebrate.”

      “That sounds amazing. I need to get into the celebrating spirit.” I swung my leg over the stool. We clinked glasses and drank. The tequila burned, and I sputtered.

      “Did you get the cheapest possible one?” My eyes watered.

      Margo slapped me on the back, grinning like an idiot. “They only stock cheap tequila here, or don’t you remember?”

      “I guess I forgot.”

      “No more fancy shit for you. You’re going to be a small-town lawyer,” she crowed.

      “I can’t believe it,” I muttered. “I need another shot.”

      She signaled for another and bumped me with her shoulder. “Why so sad? Did Gerald yell at you when you gave notice?”

      “Not even. I was shocked. He told me he regretted not doing pro bono work and that I could always come back to the firm. He said I would have made partner over Brett. Honestly, I was touched.” Even repeating the story made me emotional.

      “Wow, that’s unexpected. And sweet.” Margo shook her head. “The thought of Gerald being sweet does drive me to drink.”

      We took another shot and the burning in my chest as I swallowed dulled the other ache that had been near constant since that night at his apartment.

      “You miss him, don’t you?” Margo’s voice was soft.

      “I do.” My throat tightened as she pulled me in for a side hug.

      “I’m sorry, babe. Have you talked to him since you left?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve started and then deleted a hundred messages. What is there to say?”

      “Are you going to see him again? For work?”

      I heaved a sigh. “We have a final meeting tomorrow to talk about next steps. At that point, I assume the litigation partners will handle any inquiries. That will be the last time I ever talk to him.” A bolt of pain went through me.

      “Maybe he’ll have a change of heart.” Margo sounded hopeful, but I shook my head.

      “He told me he can’t change. He has too much shit in his past and he’ll never leave the city. He has so many fears and he won’t even attempt to beat them for me. I’m not enough.” My voice broke on the last word, and Margo tucked her head against my shoulder. “It doesn’t even matter. I have another two weeks at the firm and I’m going to be looking for apartments in Texas for most of that time. And then another two weeks until I move. I won’t have time to miss him.” The words tasted false on my tongue. I would spend every damn minute missing him and wondering why he wouldn’t choose me over his demons. “Just more proof you can never have it all I guess.”

      Margo sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I just want that for you. And I had a feeling he was special, you know?”

      “I hate to admit it, but me, too.” I signaled the bartender for another shot.

      “Promise me, if he comes to you to apologize, you’ll hear him out.” Margo’s voice was fierce. I looked over at her and her eyes were practically shooting fire.

      “Geez, I will.”

      “Good, because I almost didn’t make up with Andrew. That would have cost me the best thing in my life.”

      “You two are gross,” I said, my voice full of love.

      “I know,” she responded, and happily slurped her drink. “You love it.”

      I did, and I so desperately wanted it for myself. I would never forgive Jason for giving me a taste of love and then ripping it away.
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            JASON

          

        

      

    

    
      I rattled around the apartment like a ghost, moving from the couch to the kitchen table, to the bed, and then off the bed because it reminded me of her. It was Saturday night and Miles was harassing me to get a drink with him because he was bored. Or needed distraction. Or maybe it was all a game to get me out of the house I’d been hiding in for a week.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        You just got back. How can you already want to hole up in that apartment?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I like my apartment.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t like it right now. Normally, I loved the drafty townhouse, with its casement windows and its working fireplace, but today it felt empty.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        Just one drink.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        I’ve heard that before.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Too late. In a cab. Get dressed.

      

      

      

      

      

      And then five minutes later as I was staring at my closet, rubbing my tired face with one hand:

      
        
          
            
              
        Miles

      

      
        And not a suit.

      

      

      

      

      

      Get dressed, be normal, forget about her. I could do this. I needed to do this. Life might be duller without her in it, but this was my new normal. Had it always been like this? Saturdays spent alone, instead of trying new activities, dinners for one instead of watching her close her eyes in pleasure at the first bite of food? Fuck.

      Not ten minutes later, I was folding myself into a cab with Miles, who flashed me a grin. Oh no, he was in a fun mood. Something must have happened with his fiancée. He was normally pretty stoic, but every now and then, he needed a night to burn it all down. And I was frequently his accomplice. He’d been lighter in college, but now, he was darker, like Jonah, like me.

      “No driver? Jonah would not approve,” I said in greeting.

      “Sometimes I prefer the anonymity of cabs.” He slapped me on the back and I grunted. Tonight he was wearing a faded t-shirt, a hoodie, and high-top sneakers.

      “Where are we going? I assume somewhere I’ll hate since you’re wearing a disguise.”

      He barked a laugh. “New bar downtown. I’m going for low key.”

      “Not another dive bar, please.” Miles loved to “slum it” downtown, as Jonah so often reminded us. He loved dive bars with an unholy passion. I preferred privacy, exclusivity, and quiet.

      “No, you’ll like this place. Maybe you’ll even meet someone tonight,” he responded. The thought of being with another woman right now made me feel sick. But maybe I should try.

      “Trying to marry me off already?”

      “Come on in, the water’s warm,” he replied, but his eyes were shadowed. Things must have been rough with his fiancée, and I knew in the back of his mind, he would never forget his first love. I shook my head. Miles was too complicated for me to ponder right now. We pulled up outside a bodega and clambered out. Three knocks on a graffitied door to the right had us whisked up the stairs and into a speakeasy.

      My shoulders lowered, and I loosed a breath when I saw that it was dim and quiet, and we were being settled at a corner table.

      “Not bad, right?” Miles looked pleased with himself. “So what’s eating you?” he asked, after we ordered drinks.

      “How could you tell?” I didn’t deny it.

      He gestured vaguely at my face. “The dark circles, the general aura of irritability. You’re not Jonah, so I knew something was up.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face and took a hearty gulp of my martini. The last time I’d had one had been with her. My chest ached.

      “You know the woman I told you about? Cynthia? My opposing counsel?” And so much more.

      Miles nodded.

      “Yeah, well. I was in deep. Turns out you were right.” He grinned, and I shook my head. “She’s moving.”

      His face fell. “Seriously? After you told her how you felt?”

      “Ah. Here’s the thing. I didn’t tell her.”

      “Well, why the fuck not?” He frowned at me.

      “Because, man, you know how I am.” Fucked up. Damaged goods.

      “I want to hear you tell me.” He crossed his arms and his eyes bored into mine. Miles was too damn perceptive for his own good. And he thought he was the smartest guy in the room.

      “I was going to.” I loosed a sigh. “I actually had it all planned out. The wine, the meal, the speech. Everything. And you know I’ve never been romantic before.” His brows went up.

      “So you broke your only one night policy for this woman, you wined and dined her and then you didn’t tell her how you felt?” He sounded incredulous.

      “I didn’t get a chance. I was one breath away from confessing that I was in love with her when she told me she was moving.”

      “Moving? To go where?” His voice rose.

      “Yeah. Talk about shitty timing.” I shoved my fingers through my hair. “She took a temporary public interest job in Texas. It’s her dream job. Doing immigration work.”

      “Fuck, man. I was prepared to hate her, but she actually sounds like a good person.”

      “She is, unfortunately, amazing.” I took another fortifying sip of my drink.

      “Temporary, though? So she’s coming back. And you didn’t offer to do long distance?” Miles questioned, and my anger rose. At Cynthia, at myself.

      “Long distance? What are we, in college?” I shook my head bitterly. “There were no promises between us. I fell for her, but it was one-sided. She’s not interested in a relationship. Hell, she told me when I met her that she thought you couldn’t have it all.”

      Miles sat back, stunned. “Huh. I never thought I’d meet someone just as blind as you are.”

      “I’m not blind,” I grumbled.

      “Yes. You are.” He was annoyingly persistent when he thought he was right.

      “It sounds like you really want to tell me why, so go ahead.” I crossed my arms and waited.

      He looked gleeful at the opportunity. “Well, first of all, you have that stupid only one night rule, even though sex gets better the more you have it with the same person.” I had to give that one to him. Sleeping with Cynthia had been a life-altering experience.

      “That rule is in place because I’m sick of people walking away from me. So I walk away first. You know this. It’s actually quite simple.” And I should have stuck to it with her.

      “It’s actually quite simple,” he mimicked, before sipping his drink. “And you seem to think that she doesn’t want you.”

      “She doesn’t. She’s walking away. She didn’t ask me to come, and she left immediately after the conversation. She’s a fucking coward.”

      “Takes one to know one,” he snapped back. “You opened up to her. I know you did.” He pointed a finger at me. “You fell in love, which means you two had a connection. I know it. And you’re just going to give up on that? What the fuck?”

      Suddenly I was exhausted. “Give it a rest, man. Not everyone’s due for a happy wife, happy life situation like you are.”

      He snagged his drink and drained it, not meeting my eyes. I knew that look. That look said he was hiding something from me. Miles deflected a lot. Possibly more than anyone I knew. Oh, his eccentric billionaire bullshit was real, but a lot of the time his flashing smiles and small talk were not. He was ruthless and more fucked up than anyone I knew. Probably why we got along so well, and why he felt free to call me on my bullshit. I opened my mouth to ask him what was eating him when my phone pinged. My stomached clenched. Cynthia?

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re getting closer pretty boy

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You owe us

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stop hiding

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It will go better for you if you come to us

      

      

      

      

      

      My hands shook slightly as I read and re-read the message. I dropped the phone on the table and stabbed at the screen.

      “There. Reason number one why I’m never leaving New York for some godforsaken small town to chase a woman who couldn’t care less about me.”

      Miles read the message and his brows drew lower.

      “What the fuck?” I waited for him to put two and two together. He knew the whole sordid history with my last foster family. He and Jonah were the only two people who knew all the details.

      “It’s them, isn’t it?” His jaw was set.

      “Yep,” I said roughly, before signaling for another round.

      “Fucking assholes,” he spat. “This doesn’t sound like the first message.”

      I shook my head mutely, numb, and swigged my new drink. The liquor burned going down, and I welcomed it.

      “Are you going to respond?”

      “And say what? I— “ My voice broke. “I can’t, man.”

      “I’ll do it.” His voice was steely. “I’ll do it and I’ll fucking kill them if they come near you.”

      “Thank you,” I replied dryly. “I’m sure they’re shaking in their boots.”

      “We should get my security company to look into these pricks.” Jonah and Miles used some fancy, just-this-side-of-the-law, private security firm.

      My throat started to close, panic clawing at me. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What if they find out?”

      He leaned forward, forearms on the table, eyes intent on mine. “Jason. Man. Be real. You told me these people are hillbillies. They make meth in their basement, for fuck’s sake. You think they have some sort of advanced technology? Resources? No fucking way.” He shook his head. “We’ll have our private security investigate them. They’ll never know, ok?”

      “Ok.” I sipped the liquor more slowly this time and loosed a sigh.“Ok.”

      My life is so fucked. And no place for a woman. No place for her. She wouldn’t stay and I wouldn’t leave. I signaled for another drink.
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      Oh no. No, no, no. I read the email again.

      

      
        
        To:  Kade, Cynthia

        From: Reed, Gerald

        Subject: Meeting today

        The Covingly team will be coming in person today. Conference room 2A at 11:30.

      

      

      Even after giving my two weeks’ notice, I still needed to finish out the matter with Argan. My stomach dipped and rolled. I thought I’d only have to see Jason over video, which would have been bad enough. He’d always looked so cold and starched over the years, but now I knew what lay beneath that perfectly pressed exterior. His tight control was near complete. But not with you. Or at least it hadn’t been. Would he show even a flicker of recognition? Or would all his personality be hidden beneath that mask?

      I dug my nails into my palm for a brief moment. Relax. You’ll be fine. You’ve slain dragons before. Jason wasn’t the first asshole male lawyer I’d gone up against and he wouldn’t be the last. In fact, it would be good practice for all those Texas good ol’ boys. I had only 10 more days working for TJR, but next week I would be off to find an apartment, or maybe a whole house, and move on with my life. Focus on that. Even though sometimes the thought of leaving New York made me feel sick, and the thought of never seeing Jason again made want to scream.

      By the time 11:30 rolled around, my palms sweated and my heart raced like I was coming down with something. Or like I was about to meet my mortal enemy on the field of battle. Not too far from the truth.

      Security notified us that our guests were in the conference room and I checked my hair one last time. I was flushed, a little sweaty, and wearing my third least favorite suit. The perfect day to run in to my former whatever he was.

      When I pushed open the door to the conference room, I couldn’t help sucking in a breath. He was facing the door, jaw set, eyes hard. He looked through me and I wanted to run from the room. Instead, I threw my shoulders back and greeted Mitchell and Nisha, the partners from his firm, and then gave him a cool nod. He dipped his head the barest amount in return. Had I wondered whether he would be cold to me? I shouldn’t have, should have prepared myself for the throb in my chest when he ignored me. I wanted to howl with pain. I settled for clenching my fist around my notebook.

      Jason’s firm had already filed a report with the government. All that was left to do was clean up the pieces. Argan had pulled out of the deal and was grateful to us for saving them from a criminal investigation down the line. Gerald hashed out the details with Nisha, with the occasional comment from Mitchell, and I stared at Jason when I thought he wasn’t looking. I hated how drawn to him I was. His suit was dove grey today, and it made his eyes even sharper than usual. The bluish tint of his under eyes was strong and his stubble slightly too long, like he had forgotten to shave this morning. Those were the only signs of something amiss. He leaned back in his chair, looking lean and powerful and totally unbothered by my presence. He didn’t so much as flick his eyes my way while I perused him. Look at me. My eyes drilled into his perfect face. React to me. Nothing. My eyes burned.

      I finally turned away and listened to what the partners were saying, even though my throat was tight and tears threatened. Cooperation, blah blah, some grandstanding by Gerald, and then Gerald saying, “Well, Jason and Cynthia can take it from here.”

      I started. Surely they would stay? Oh no, Mitchell and Nisha were getting up, shaking our hands, saying goodbye. And then it was just Jason and I across the conference table.
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      The door thumped shut, and I finally turned to look at Cynthia. The little glances out of the corners of my eyes hadn’t been enough. She was radiant, but a little less put together than usual, and I loved it. Her hair was wild, unbound, her cheeks were pink. That just-fucked look really works for her.

      Sitting across the table from her, pretending that I didn’t know what she looked like naked, had been torment. But now, I met her eyes and her expression shifted to outright distaste. This is so much worse. Had I thought we were going to have a heartfelt reunion in this conference room? Idiot.

      She opened her mouth, and I tensed.

      “How are you, Jason?” Her throaty voice rolled over me and it was everything I could do to not close my eyes in pleasure. Mild words when I thought she might want to throw things at my head.

      “Good, I’m good,” I responded inanely. I stared at her for a beat. Plush lips, wild curls, flashing eyes. Everything I want. “So, shall we get to it?” Anything to avoid this crushing need.

      “Sure, let’s talk business,” she responded acidly, before folding her hands on the table.

      I fumbled for words. “So, if I go through my checklist, did you send a preservation notice to the client and the firm?” Do you miss me? Do you crave me the way I crave you?

      “Yes, I sent one on the day we flew out from Booth.”

      The day she’d left me. The day before I’d had woken to my empty bed and shouted my frustration to the rafters. I clenched my hand under the table.

      “Great,” I said in a monotone. Don’t let her see how hurt you are. “Did your client agree to cooperate with the investigation?”

      “Define cooperate,” she replied crisply. Oh, she was pissed. You have no right to be angry. You walked out on me.

      I casually propped my hands behind my head. This old combativeness, this animosity, now this was comfortable. Easing into it felt like putting on an old boot.

      “Are they going to provide the documents we need or are we going to have to drag it out of them? Out of you?” Do you wish I could drag it out of you?

      Her eyes narrowed, and I thrilled at the reaction. This was a game. Who would break first? I had decades of practice controlling myself.

      “They’ll provide whatever you need. But I’ll be gone, so it won’t be my problem.” She sounded so smug, so uncaring.

      It was a punch to the gut. I flexed my hand behind my head, imagining I was grabbing her and bending her over the table.

      “Right. I forgot.” I think about it every day.

      Her eyes glittered with malice. “You forgot,” she said coldly.

      “Got a lot on my mind,” I said mildly. “And you and Gerald are willing to sit for interviews if required?” It might be the last time I see her.

      “Depends on whether it works with my schedule.” She crossed her arms over her chest and I saw red.

      She was so ready to be done with me and never look back. “I could force you,” I said coldly.

      “You would, wouldn’t you? Anything to win. Never willing to take one tiny step to compromise.” She shook her head. She’s not talking about the deal anymore. I narrowed my eyes.

      “You’re the one leaving, not me,” I bit out. Because everyone left.

      “For my dream job!” she burst out. She stood in a rush, her face tight with frustration and her wild curls shaking around her head.

      “Your dream job that I had to convince you to take. You’re running.” At my words, her eyes widened. I’m going too far. A pit yawned in my stomach, the doubt and self-loathing threatening to swallow me whole.

      “Fuck you, Jason.” She paced the room, shaking her head. “You know, this is so like a man. You want me to give up this dream for you. To what? Stay home and be a housewife?” Her eyes cut to me and I froze at the depth of her anger. I want you in my bed and in my life. Choose me. For once, someone please choose me. My chest threatened to cave in.

      “Not fucking happening,” she continued. “Nothing to say?” She stared at me for a beat, maybe two. I was frozen, my pulse fluttering in my throat, like a rabbit trapped in a snare. Everyone leaves. Say something. Say anything. Her brows drew lower. She scooped up her papers and stuffed them into a folder with shaky hands. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes wet with angry tears. I was the world’s biggest jerk.

      “Cynthia, I—“

      “No.” She cut me off. Her gaze was steely. “I don’t want to hear from you. I don’t want you to text me. Even though you haven’t, and I keep hoping you will.” She gave a short laugh and my breath seized in my chest. Don’t let her see your pain. Every schoolyard bully, every taunt, every beating rose to the surface. Every time I had shoved down my past and my anger and my pain. This was a road well-trod. The coldness protected me. It would do so again.

      I stood slowly, my face a cool mask, towering over her, shoving my hands into my pockets to keep from grabbing her. “Don’t worry.” I forced a lazy smile. “I wasn’t planning on it. Mr. One Night, isn’t that what you called me?”

      “I thought this was... never mind.” She shook her head.

      “Different? You thought this was different?” It had been different. Special. Perfect. “Don’t kid yourself.” I let my lips twist in a cruel imitation of a smile.

      She looked stricken and my gut twisted. This is unforgivable. It didn’t matter. She was running. She didn’t want me. Better to show no emotion, feel no pain. Push her out the door.

      She backed away slowly and then whirled and left.

      I sank into the chair and let my head drop into my hands. You’re an asshole. You didn’t need to do that. I hurt her. I pushed her away. Like everyone.

      I needed to go for a run. I shoved out of my chair and out of the office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It started to rain midway through my run and I welcomed it, throwing my head back and letting the drops splash against my face. My feet carried me almost effortlessly down the East River, faster, faster, until I felt like I was flying. I never listened to music when I ran, instead preferring to listen to the breaths sawing in my chest and the even footfalls I made when I was in a rhythm.

      And still I couldn’t forget her. You might never forget her. She might have been the one. How quickly things turned to shit. The deal was fucked and my origination credit was gone. $250 thousand dollars, down the drain. I wanted to scream into the wind coming off the river. That meant a year, maybe two, at the firm? Fuck. A year or two of late nights, the ever-present fear of discovery, coming home alone, except for the occasional woman I met on the app. And how could that compare to what I’d had with Cynthia? It couldn’t. Those were casual fucks. She was the first woman who’d ever slept in my arms. For the first time in years, I had slept through the night. I pictured a faceless woman taking her place. My stomach roiled.

      Stop thinking about her. Stop tormenting yourself. Every footfall chastised me as I tried to outrun the pain. I returned to my apartment, the emptiness yawning. I showered and thought of her and my fucked up life. I toweled dry and thought of her. This has to stop. I texted Miles and Jonah.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need a break. Gotta get out of my head.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        Want to go upstate this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        Did you just invite yourself to my house?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Let’s do it. Which one of you is driving?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jonah drove like a bat out of hell and took turns with speed that had me clutching the handles. Miles was marginally better, except he had horrible taste in music and insisted that it was “driver’s choice.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonah

      

      
        My house. I’m driving.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        Hopefully we survive to see the house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        What’s going on with you? More texts?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jason

      

      
        It’s her. I’ll tell you about it at the house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonah

      

      
        I have updates for you on the search.
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      Jonah’s upstate house was insane. As we pulled up the private drive, past the row of massive conifers, the mansion came into view. It was a warm beacon in the crisp air, with multiple wings, a magnificent porch, and stately grounds.  I unfolded myself from Jonah’s “weekend car” — a Bentley SUV — and stretched.

      Miles was needling him about how much time he’d spent on the phone while driving. “We pulled over three times so you could send emails. Just have Spencer drive us next time. Or me.” He grinned.

      “You are not getting behind the wheel of this car,” Jonah responded shortly. “You are the worst driver I know.”

      “It’s a competition,” I muttered, sucking in lungfuls of the cool country air.

      We’d been coming here for years, and Jonah and Miles liked to pretend they were regular guys up here. We would grill, use the pool on hot summer days, hike, go to local bars.

      We grabbed our bags and pushed open the front door. The house would be ready for us. It always was. Jonah had staff who bought all the groceries, changed the linens, thought of his needs before he could even ask. It was good to be a billionaire.

      Not an hour later, I was ensconced in what Jonah called “the library,” which we’d slowly modified to be more of a pool-hall-slash-den-of-debauchery. There were pool and poker tables, a massive sectional, a flatscreen, and a hidden bar. I pressed the button and the wall slowly retracted to reveal a gleaming bar that jutted out into the space.

      “Man, I’ll never get sick of seeing that.” Miles grinned and sauntered into the room, wearing a surfing t-shirt and what I assumed were designer sweatpants.

      “You know you’re rich, right? You could have this in every room of your penthouse.”

      He waved a hand and walked over to grab a bottle. “Come help me pick the most expensive Scotch before he gets here.”

      “I heard that,” Jonah called from the stairs. Miles grinned and poured three glasses. “Cheers.” We clinked, and all took hearty swallows of whiskey.

      I closed my eyes as I savored and opened them to find both of my friends staring at me, arms crossed.

      “What? Why do I feel like this is an intervention?”

      “Because it is.” Jonah dropped into a chair, and Miles followed. “Sit,” Jonah ordered.

      “We spoke to our security team, and they were able to pull up location data, cell phone records, and some other interesting information.”

      “All this based on a few texts?” My heart started to pound.

      “We asked them to use whatever means necessary.” Jonah grinned, and it was more a baring of teeth. “And I told them not to worry about being ethical.”

      “The number is registered to a man named Jax,” Miles said.

      I fought for breath. “The oldest son in my foster family,” I said quietly. “He used to beat the shit out of me behind the bar where I worked.” The scar on my left arm twinged, and I rubbed at it.

      Miles’ eyes flicked to it, and he winced. He’d seen the evidence during our morning runs.

      “Yeah, well, he’s in Tennessee still. And based on his location data, he hasn’t left in four years,” Jonah said.

      “So you can stop worrying,” Miles cut in. “No one is coming for you. He got arrested for an aggravated DUI and intent to distribute meth six months ago and he’s been wearing an ankle bracelet ever since. He can’t leave the state without the police being alerted.”

      My chest loosened slightly.

      “And the others?” I asked roughly. Jax had been the worst offender, but his parents had been neglectful. And they had been the ones to go to prison when they were caught.

      “Jason. They’re not getting out of prison any time soon. They had a freaking meth lab in their basement. That’s serious federal charges,” Miles said gently.

      “Did you think they were on their way after you for all these years?” Jonah actually sounded sympathetic.

      I nodded shortly and took a gulp of whiskey. “I did. I really did.” I hung my head briefly and loosed a shuddering breath. They weren’t coming for me. I was safe. I could hardly believe it. The need for anonymity, security, wealth, had driven every decision I’d made for years.

      “Now what?” Miles’ words mirrored my thoughts.

      I looked at each of my friends. “Now, I get the girl.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ok, what if you show up at her house while she’s packing and you do a grand gesture?” Miles asked, as he lay on the floor with his whiskey balanced on his stomach. I reclined on the couch, my thoughts a little fuzzy.

      “You mean like the boom box thing?” Jonah asked, his tone crisp as ever.

      “You are emotionally stunted,” Miles tossed back, as he did a crunch to take a sip of his drink.

      “She is so not a boom box kind of girl,” I added. “She would slam the door in my face.”

      “Have you texted her?” Jonah asked. He was surprisingly invested in the outcome of this, for someone who hated all things soft and emotional. Maybe it was the seven whiskies he’d consumed.

      “Nope. I mean, I’ve thought about it, but I haven’t.” I had been too scared that she wouldn’t respond.

      “Do it,” Miles said decisively.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Maybe when I’m sober.” I would say something idiotic with this much whiskey in me.

      We lay in silence for a minute, listening to the hisses and pops of the fireplace.

      “What if you showed up in Texas?” Jonah blurted.

      “Showed up, like at her door?” Miles sounded skeptical.

      “You’re Mr. Romantic. Doesn’t that sound like a good idea? Something some weak-chinned idiot in a rom-com movie would do?” Jonah grumbled, and I huffed a laugh. Weak-chinned was such a Jonah thing to say.

      “I don’t even know where she’s going to be.”

      “So find out,” Jonah retorted.

      Miles sprang up, nearly spilling the whiskey he had placed on the floor. His eyes were wild. “No, this will work. This is a good idea. Find out where she’s going to be, and then be there when she arrives.”

      “So you’re saying I should stalk her,” I replied.

      “Yes, that’s what we’re saying.” Jonah sounded so casual.

      “I think the money is going to your heads.” I heaved myself off the couch to pour another drink and wobbled to the bar.

      “You’re rich too, asshole.” That from Jonah.

      “Focus, guys,” Miles cut in. He was pacing unsteadily. “Who do you know who can point you in her direction? She’s probably getting a new apartment or something.”

      I frowned. “Margo.” At their questioning looks, I added, “Her best friend. They tell each other everything. And her contact information is public on the firm website.”

      Miles looked uncertain. “You sure her best friend is going to help you out?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. If Cynthia had told Margo half of the things I had said, then it was just as likely she’d hang up on me the second I said my name. My stomach clenched. This had to work.

      “Should I call her now?” I was desperate for any crumb of information.

      “No,” they chorused.

      “Take his phone away. He can’t be trusted.” Miles commanded Jonah.

      Jonah stuck his palm out and made a give it here motion. I sighed and passed him my phone.

      “It’s for the best, dummy,” Miles said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “So, what are you going to say when you see her?”

      “I have no idea. You’re the ones who talked me into this stupid idea. I have no fucking clue how I’m going to get her back, just that I need to.” I sank onto the couch and ground the heel of my palm against my eye. “I’m too drunk for this.”

      “We need to practice,” Miles retorted. “Besides, seven whiskeys deep is the only time you’ll ever get this asshole to entertain a conversation like this.” He jerked a thumb at Jonah, who just crossed his arms over his chest and raised a brow.

      “God, this is not how I wanted to spend my Friday,” I grumbled and closed my eyes. What would she want to hear? More importantly, what did I need to say? I sucked in a breath. “Ok, how about this? Cynthia, I’m sorry, I’m in love with you and I was too fucked up and self-centered to realize it. I’ll do anything to make you mine, including moving to a god-forsaken town in the middle of Texas. Please forgive me.” As I said the words, the rightness of them spread through me like warm honey. I pictured her smile, her soft eyes as I pulled her close. She would look into my eyes and say them back.

      I opened my eyes. Miles looked stunned. Jonah looked pissed, which was normal. They shared a look.

      “Yeah, that’ll do just fine.”
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      “Are you taking these pots and pans?” My mom shouted from the kitchen. “If not, I’ll bring them to the church.”

      “No way!” I yelled back from the depths of my closet, where I sat amidst a pile of shoes. “You know I never use them.” Any cookware was basically a prop at this point.

      I held up a pair of red Manolos that I barely wore and frowned. Margo might like them. I tossed them on the donate pile. Jimmy Choos with the rhinestone strap? Too high to walk in for long, but I’d be doing plenty of driving there. I shuddered and tossed them on the keep pile.

      “What about these candles?” My mom shouted again.

      “Toss em! We need to be ruthless, remember?”

      “But you’re coming back in a year, right, sweetie?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I hope so.” My eyes got hot.

      My mom wandered in just as I was wiping at them and feeling like a fool. I looked up her, vision blurry.

      “You’re coming back, right?” she asked again.

      “I want to.”

      “Oh sweetie, what’s wrong? Come sit with me.” She sank down onto the bed and patted next to her. I crawled out of the closet and sat, embarrassed that my mom had found me crying in the closet.

      “Are you going to miss the shoes that much?” she asked, and I let out a quiet huff of laughter.

      “I just feel…guilty.” I swallowed.

      She rubbed my back. “Why? You said you’ve wanted this job for a long time.”

      “Because I’m leaving you and dad. Right when he needs me the most,” I said miserably.

      “We’re grown adults, don’t forget. And did you expect to live in New York forever?” She chided gently, smiling at me.

      “I did,” I responded. “I love New York.”

      “So you’ll be back. It will be waiting for you. We will be waiting for you.”

      “But about the money? Dad’s surgery?”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll be ok. You know we managed before you were born, right?” She bumped my shoulder, and I smiled. They just seemed so much older now, and it was so hard for me to let go of the role I had played for the last five years.

      “Thanks, mom,” I responded, my voice breaking.
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        * * *

      

      “So when you are your renters coming again?” Margo asked. We were eating takeout off the coffee table and drinking white wine she’d brought.

      “End of the month, so right around my lease start date in Texas,” I replied, and tore a piece of pizza off my slice. I was renting my apartment for a year while I was in the temporary role. Gone were the days when I would have paid a mortgage and rent on a Texas place. Now, I was budgeting and preparing to cook most of my meals instead of getting takeout. I knew I was in for a rude awakening, as Devon had so gleefully reminded me.

      “Have you found any good places? I wish I could come to the viewings with you.” She frowned and took a huge bite of her slice.

      “You’re such a lady,” I teased, and she grinned around her full mouth. “And a few. I’ll send you the listings. I’m seeing an apartment and a few houses next week.”

      “Oooh, houses. I’m jealous. With outdoor space?” She sighed.

      “The New York dream. And yes, one has a huge patio and a grill, I think. Not that I know how to grill.” I bet Jason does.

      “Maybe some of those Texas boys can help you out.” She wagged her eyebrows, and I groaned.

      “I can’t even think about that.” I was still too raw, my emotions scraped out and left to harden.

      “Still pining for the Closer?” she asked, trying to make light, even though her face was grim.

      “Sadly, yes.” I took a huge gulp of my wine. “I saw him yesterday at the office.”

      Margo sat up straighter at my words. “And?”

      “And…it was terrible.” I winced. “I’m an idiot. I thought he would, I don’t know, be happy to see me? Or something?” I loosed a sigh. “Instead, he was just as cold as ever.”

      “Ouch,” Margo murmured.

      “The partners left us alone, and it was… awful.” You thought this was different? Don’t kid yourself. My throat tightened.

      “Awful, how?” Her brows drew lower as she studied me. “Do I need to rough him up? I’m sure we’ll be doing a deal again.”

      “Just…” I heaved a sigh. “I feel like I can never have it all and this solidified it. He was so angry at me for leaving. He said I was running. I’m not running. I’m taking my dream job.” The dream job I convinced you to take. Well, fuck him. Anger made my fingers curl into my palms.

      “Screw him!” Margo exclaimed. “That’s so typical.”

      “Just like a man.” I shook my head. “I thought he was different, though. He opened up to me. We had something, Margo.” I swallowed around the tightness. “We were this close to being more. But he’s a coward and I won’t compromise my dreams for a man. I’m moving to Texas.”

      “No way.” She shook her head. “I made Andrew accept me as I am. I was not about to give up my ambitions for him.”

      “Exactly. Besides, he made it pretty clear that I wasn’t special.”

      “Forget him.”

      “Believe me, I’m going to.”

      What a liar I was, because later, when I lay in bed, I replayed our conversation over and over in my head, his cold expression clear behind my closed lids. The cruel twist to his lips as he had ridiculed me for thinking we had been more than colleagues. The harshness of his tone as he’d mocked me. My breaths caught in my chest and I curled in on myself. Did you think this was different? I dug my nails into my palm. Asshole.

      I pulled out my phone to tell him that. I typed out the words. “I know this was different. Screw you for making me think otherwise. I hope you never forget me as long as you live.”

      My heart stuttered when I saw him typing as well. I waited. Was he brave enough? After five minutes, nothing. Still not willing to take that one step. I shook my head and blocked his number.
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      Another sleepless night without her. I stared at the ceiling of my bedroom, my hands behind my head in my king size bed. I had embarrassingly woken hard to hazy memories of her in my bed, more impressions than anything. Like a fucking teenager again.

      Jonah had briefly joked that I get back on the app to take the edge off and I’d nearly punched him in the face. I had one thought, and it was getting her back as soon as possible. Only another hour until I could call Margo. I didn’t want to give her any opportunity to reject the call or talk to Cynthia first, which meant I needed to call her on a weekday morning from my work number. Every firm attorney picked up unknown 212 numbers because they could be a client.

      With that, I heaved myself out of bed, my body aching with exhaustion and the endless runs I’d been going on to distract myself. I showered quickly and took the subway to the office. With each stop, I tapped my fingers on my thigh. Would Margo hear me out? Did I stand a chance with Cynthia?

      I strode down the office hall and associates scurried out of my way. My face was set and my steps filled with purpose. I told Angela to hold my calls and dropped into my chair. I hadn’t missed this office while we’d been in Booth. Huh. That was weird. I really hadn’t minded being in Booth by the end. Because she was with you. Anticipation was a rush of blood. I could do this.

      At 10:03 am, I dialed Margo’s number. She picked up on the third ring.

      “Margo Clarke.”

      “Margo, it’s Jason Elliot at Covingly. I worked with Cynthia on the Argan deal.” My voice sounded damnably nervous. I dug my fingers into my palm.

      “I know who you are,” she said, in a cool voice. My stomach dipped. That was not promising.

      “I need a favor,” I replied. Better to get it out now.

      “Why the hell would I do you a favor?” Her voice was hard. I heard a man’s low rumble in the background and then scratching at the receiver.

      “It’s the guy from Cynthia’s deal.” Margo’s voice was muffled and I couldn’t hear the response. “I don’t know what he wants, but I’m about to hang up on his ass.”

      “Please don’t hang up,” I begged. I wasn’t above it.

      “He’s begging me,” Margo said to the unknown man. She sounded amused and I nearly growled into the phone. “Fine, I’ll give him a chance.” She sighed.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want another chance with her, and I need your help. I’m in love with her. I want her back. I’ll do anything.” My voice broke on the last words and Margo sucked in a breath.

      “Ok, I’ll bite. Against my better judgment, mind you. What do you need?”

      “I need to know where she’s going to live in Texas. Can you help me?” I didn’t breathe while I waited for her answer. Was she relishing making me wait? Her typing while I waited said she was.

      “Are you doing work right now?”

      “I’m actually just typing “fuck Jason Elliott” over and over again while I make you squirm. Is it working?”

      “Yes,” I bit out. “I can see why you and Cynthia are friends,” I muttered, and she strangled a laugh.

      “Stop tormenting the poor bastard,” the man’s muffled voice interjected.

      “Fine, I’ll email you the addresses. She has two showings. I’ll send the times too.”

      “Send them now. Before you hang up. And believe me, I’m going to check if they’re real.” I was not letting her off the hook.

      “You’re smarter than I thought,” she laughed. “Though your behavior indicates otherwise.”

      A minute later, my email pinged. I typed the addresses into Google. Real. I slumped against the chair, adrenaline draining out of me.

      “Thank you, Margo.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank my idiot boyfriend. He seems to have a soft spot for men with broken hearts.” I heard the word ‘fuck’ in the man’s voice and she laughed.

      “Any advice for me?” I needed any ammunition I could get.

      “Smart. Just because you asked…” She paused. “Be prepared to grovel.”

      “I will.”

      We hung up, and I scrubbed a hand over my face. The first showing was tomorrow at one pm. I needed a plane ticket to Texas. I scrambled for my phone.
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      I couldn’t believe this was happening. Everything had occurred so quickly. The offer, my notice, the showings. My rental car crunched over the potholed road leading to my hotel and I shaded my eyes against the late afternoon sunshine. Winter in Texas was hot and I missed New York. The cherry blossoms would start blooming soon on Park Avenue and the city was starting to emerge from hibernation. Soon, the afternoons would lengthen and we would enjoy long walks home from dinner and drinks outdoors with friends.

      But this spring would have been different, because I now knew what it was like to be part of a twosome. And I wanted more. Now, I understood why Margo and Andrew spent every waking second together. I had never been that aligned with someone, until Jason.

      I imagined that I was driving back to our rental house in Booth. Jason would be at home, his shirt sleeves rolled up over those capable forearms, just getting dinner started. I’d open the door to a glass of wine and his breathtaking smile. My chest felt like it would cave in at the thought. Hadn’t I said he would be the perfect husband? And you let that go. No, he had chased me away. But what if walking away from him is the worst possible thing you could do? Hadn’t everyone in his life walked away? My breaths seized, and I pulled over.

      Was this my fault? No. I let my head drop onto the steering wheel. I was taking my dream job. He was the one who refused to change, who had laughed at me for thinking I was worth more than one night. But had he believed it? I chewed my lip. A tiny part of me thought maybe he didn’t. Maybe he was pushing me away before I could push him away.

      He still refused to compromise, though. My words about his refusal to take one step toward me still held true. Or did they? My traitorous conscience whispered. What about the dinners he made you? The dates he took you on? The way he bared his soul? The way you connected in bed? I was pretty sure he didn’t cook for other women. And it sounded like I was the first woman since his girlfriend years ago to get more than one night, and a window into the things he liked in bed. God, the way he’d held himself still when he’d told me about his desire to sub. He’d been so tense. And here I was, running.

      I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Suddenly, I was certain that his words in the conference room had been bravado. What had he told me? That there were parts of him he didn’t let others see? He was the king of building walls, of putting on a mask. He’d lowered those walls for me, and then built them right back up again. My stomach bottomed out. This might be my fault.

      Which meant Jason Elliott was worth another chance. If I hadn’t ruined everything.

      Fuck. I put the car back in drive and drove to the motel. When I turned the key and pushed open the door to an empty room, I wished he were there to fill it. I fell asleep wishing he were with me in the bed, and I woke wishing he were there beside me doing our awkward bathroom dance. My chest ached every time I remembered his hot eyes and his intensity. Had I given up the very best thing to happen to me? Maybe, maybe. Every beat of my heart told me I would regret this forever.
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      I stared up at the apartment building. It was surprisingly modern, and the apartments appeared to be a decent size from the outside. The bushes flanking the entrance were well-maintained and there was lots of parking. I frowned at the reminder that I would be buying a car and driving it everywhere. Maybe I would have to start working out to make up for the missed walking. I shuddered.

      The realtor was meeting me here, and I followed the directions to the apartment, keying in the code and proceeding to a shiny elevator. So far, it felt like a high-end hotel and my heart lifted. I can do this.

      The door to 10L was ajar when I arrived. Weird. I didn’t want to barge in. And the realtor wasn’t answering my texts. The New York City rental market was rife with shadiness, so I wasn’t shocked. Better luck next time. I sighed and turned to go. A noise came from inside the apartment. Maybe someone is here after all?

      I pushed open the door. “Hello?” I called. “Anyone in there?”

      “I think you’re going to need something bigger. I’m going to need an office.” I took two steps toward the voice before my brain caught up to my body and I stumbled.

      “Jason?” Surely I’m mistaken. He’s not here.

      He came into view and my heart thumped. He was so impossibly beautiful, dressed in slacks and a slightly rumbled white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His eyes were electric and his expression honed in on me.

      My whole body prickled under his gaze. “What are you doing here?”

      “I want you back,” he said simply, and took one step toward me. I backed away like an animal scenting a predator. I shook my head. “You want me to quit this job. I won’t, Jason, I won’t do it. Stop trying to change me.” My voice was breaking and my back hit the kitchen island. He advanced on me, his eyes soft, and I shook my head. “This is painful enough without seeing you here, looking all perfect, so stop, just stop — ” My breaths were coming short and my throat was tight.

      He crowded me, lifting one hand to cradle my cheek, and I closed my eyes at the feel of his rough palm. So delicious. So not for me. “I’m not asking you to change,” he said. My eyes flew open. “I’ll do all the changing, sweetheart.” He gave me a gentle smile.

      “Can we talk somewhere that isn’t here? Please?” His eyes were begging, and I gave a jerky nod. “Come on. I’ll drive you.” I followed him numbly out the door and into his car. What is he doing here?

      When we were finally in the enclosed space, the faint hints of his cologne, his shower products, his skin, filled my nose and made my head fuzzy. I wanted to lay my head on his shoulder. He’s not yours anymore. My chest ached.

      “Jason.” My voice was unsteady. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m going to drive and explain, and when I get to the end, you can decide whether you want me? Okay?” He gave me a small smile.

      I blew out a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “I told you I had foster families, but I never told you why.” He took a deep breath and turned right. “My mom was a drug addict. My dad disappeared when I was just eighteen months old. I heard this all from my first foster family, mind you, and I don’t remember much of my time with my parents. But when my dad left, my mom got worse, until she was told to clean up her act, or they would take me away from her. And she couldn’t.” Another deep breath. My heart cracked a little.

      “The grip of the drugs was too strong. She didn’t have enough support, she had no resources. So they took me.” He turned left, his face tight. Oh, Jason.

      “And I know now that, of course, she couldn’t stop doing drugs, not without a family, or money, or a job. It was too much of an uphill battle for her. But for years, I told myself it was because I wasn’t enough. And when my first foster family, the only ones I ever really cared for, kicked me out, I told myself I still wasn’t enough. That hardened me. It was the first time I thought that everyone was destined to leave me. And I guess — ” He cleared his throat. “I guess I never stopped believing that.” His voice was thick as he turned into the driveway of a neat little house. Tears tracked down my face at his words.

      He shut the engine off and we got out of the car, the cool air drying the moisture on my cheeks. He came around the front of the car, eyes soft.

      “Jason, I’m sorry.” I left him. I hurt him like everyone else did. I felt sick. “I’m so, so sorry. I realized once I arrived here that you’d been trying to change for me this entire time. I guess I’m a little fucked up, too. I keep waiting for my dreams to be taken from me, and I thought you were asking me to give them up for you. I vowed never to do that for a man, so I pushed you away.”

      His eyes were soft, a small smile on his face. “I would never ask you to give up your dreams,” he said. “I’m so, so proud of you.”

      His words made the tears fall harder, until his outline was blurry. “I know you are. And I’m so ashamed of how I ran. I should have told you that I choose you, that of everyone you’ve known, I wouldn’t be the one to leave you. That you could count on me.” My voice shook. “I should have asked you to come with me.”

      “Ask me now,” he said thickly.

      “But you hate small towns. I would never do that to you —“

      “Ask. Me.” His blue eyes were electric.

      “Jason, will you move to Texas with me?”

      “Yes.” He gave a short nod and then he was there, pulling me into his chest as I shook. “You didn’t let me finish my apology,” he murmured. “Having you, and then having you ripped away…this past week has been the worst week of my life. Those weeks in the rental house were probably the best. I’m sorry for that day in the conference room. And I’m sorry, I’m so sorry if you ever thought I didn’t want you or that I wanted you to change.” My heart was pounding at his words. He pulled back and tilted my head up so lake-blue eyes could meet mine. Soft, serious, perfect.

      He brushed his thumb over my cheek. “If you let me, I’ll spend every day forcing you to take things for yourself. Making you share your burdens with me. Say you want this.” His eyes were shadowed with need, with doubt.

      Hope flared in my chest and spread, until my whole body was alive. “Jason,” I whispered. “Every night in that rental house, I thought to myself that one day a very lucky girl would get to keep you. I ached to be that girl. If you want me, I’m all in.”

      “I love you.” He crushed me against his chest.

      “I love you, too,” I murmured the words into his neck. “I love you, Jason Elliott. I want all your fucked up parts and your cooking skills and the hot stuff you like in bed. Give it all to me.”

      “Good. It’s yours.” And then he kissed me, a soul-searing, heart-wrenching kiss, his lips slipping perfectly over mine, in tiny sips and then languid draws. His heart thumped against my chest, every steady beat reverberating through me. He cradled my face like it was precious, but the fervor with which he pressed his lips to mine said he was desperate for me. I pressed against him and kissed him back with equal ferocity. He inhaled at the contact. Mine, mine, mine. This beautiful, amazing man was mine.
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      I was the luckiest man in the world. My stupid plan had worked and now Cynthia was curled into my side on the couch in the house I had rented.

      “I can’t believe you got a whole house for a month,” she said for the second time. “Way to go overboard.”

      “I was panicking,” I grumbled. “I only booked the ticket yesterday. This was the only place I could get. And I had no idea how long you’d be here, or whether I’d need multiple chances.”

      “So you were prepared to beg?” Her eyes glinted with amusement as she smiled up at me.

      “I believe the word your friend Margo used was ‘grovel’.”

      She laughed, her white teeth flashing above that perfect lower lip. I wanted to bite it. “So you’re saying I should have made you work for it?” She teased.

      “God, no.” I shuddered in horror. “I was physically ill for the past week from missing you.”

      “So you talked to Margo? Is that how you knew where to be for the showing?”

      “Yes, though she wasn’t happy to hear from me. Some guy convinced her to actually help me. Her boyfriend, maybe?”

      “Andrew,” Cynthia confirmed. “He nearly lost her, so maybe he feels some sort of kinship with you.”

      “Don’t say that.” The thought of losing her was unbearable. I tightened my grip. “Do you want me to chain you to the bed?” I growled.

      “Oh, yes, please.”

      I hardened under my suit pants at her words. “It’s like you want me constantly aching for you.”

      “I wouldn’t mind.” She grinned up at me and my heart threatened to beat through my chest. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for being brave enough to come here and chase me.” Her eyes were serious and deep. “Lucky for both of us that you did.”

      “Lucky indeed,” I responded.
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        * * *

      

      “Were you serious about wanting to live with me?” Cynthia asked, around a bite of rice and beans. She was cross-legged on a dining chair, hair piled on her head. We’d finished another round of rather athletic sex and I was starving for the takeout we’d ordered.

      “Well, I probably can’t be here full time, but I should be able to swing a work from home arrangement and I can come and go from New York.” I sipped my beer. I’d thought about it, and I wanted Cynthia with me as much as possible. Long distance wouldn’t work. I craved her on a bone-deep level.

      She flushed. “You’d do that?”

      “Absolutely. I want to be close to you.”

      She looked pleased at that, but then she frowned. “What about your family?”

      “I’d almost forgotten.” I scrubbed a hand over my jaw. “Turns out they’ve never left the state. Miles and Jonah looked into them and it’s all just empty threats.” I blew out a breath. “I feel silly, you know? I let them control me for years and it was all a ruse.”

      “We let our fears dictate a lot of our behavior. Doesn’t mean it’s reasonable. But it’s definitely human.” She gave me a half smile. “I assumed for years that my family would be lost without my support. Turns out they want nothing more than for me to be happy, and they don’t care if I support them.” She shook her head ruefully. “All those years I should have been living for me.”

      “See, I told you to lean in.”

      She grinned at me. “You were right.”

      “Come again? I want to record that.” I made to grab my phone, and she laughed.

      “So you’re going to be part time here, eh? And after that year is up?” she asked. She looked vulnerable and I grabbed her hand.

      “Well, I’m hoping you’ll come back to New York with me,” I responded and took a gulp of my beer for courage. “And I’m hoping you’ll start the firm with me. You could take as many pro bono immigration cases as you want.” Her eyes went wide at the words.

      “Really?” She searched my face, and I held perfectly still, afraid to breathe. Say yes, please say yes. My grip tightened on her hand and she squeezed back. “Ok.” She smiled, wide and bright, and relief flooded my body.

      “You’re in?”

      “I’m so in. Boutique M&A? Immigration on the side? A totally random combination, but I love it.”

      “Hell yes.” I put out my hand for a high five and she smacked it, grinning like a wild woman. “Welcome to the business, partner.”

      “Oooh, I like that.”

      “I thought you might,” I teased. “I’m so taking the bigger office, though.”

      “Get a nice big desk so we can have sex on it.” She winked, and I choked on my rice.

      This was going to be fun.
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      Jason pulled up to the nondescript building in a small office park off the side of a quiet road.  Dust kicked up and the sun beat down already, even at 8:42 am.

      “You ready, counselor?”

      I looked over at him, his tousled blonde hair glinting in the sun, the collar of his white shirt unbuttoned to show a sliver of skin. But best of all were his electric blue eyes, shining with intelligence and humor, those under-eye circles still there, still drawing me in. We’re the same, you and I, his face told me.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” I was nervous for my first day. I knew very little about this area of the law and I had the stink of big law firm life about me. I’d chosen my outfit carefully, wanting to fit in with the other lawyers here. Nothing flashy, heels at a manageable height. Hell, I’d even brought my own lunch. Well, lunch that Jason had made for me. He was like a sexy chef and a professional athlete rolled into one intelligent package. I wanted to straddle him where he sat.

      “Stop looking at me like that, or you’re going to be late,” he growled.

      I gave him a shameless smile. “Sorry. I still can’t believe you drove me to work.” I hated driving, and he drove me as much as possible. I didn’t even mind that he called me a “passenger princess.”

      “I wanted to see you off.” He smoothed a thumb down my jaw. “I’m proud of you.” His eyes shone with sincerity. “I know it’s a big leap, but you’re fucking brilliant. Remember when you took Gene down? You’re a shark, and don’t you forget it.”

      My heart swelled. “I did, didn’t I?” Gene was going to be indicted any day now, along with Jason’s other clients.

      “Well, I’m going to take some of the credit for that one,” he teased.

      “Fine. Fine. You did protect me from him. Seeing you go all growly and “touch her and die” was pretty fucking hot.” I fanned myself, and he grinned at me, eyes crinkling.

      “I’d do it all over again.”

      I leaned over and sealed my lips to his, tasting, teasing his mouth open until he was twining his tongue with mine. I pulled back, and he leaned his forehead against mine. I closed my eyes.

      “Forever, Cynthia. I’m not letting you go,” he promised, conviction in his words. My heart tripped, like it did every time he told me this.

      “Forever,” I agreed.
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        Jason

      

      

      I straightened my suit and squared my shoulders before knocking on Mitchell’s office door.

      “Come in.”

      I entered into the hyper-modern space and seated myself across from Mitchell’s desk. He hit a key on his keyboard with decisive force and turned to me.

      “Jason. What’s up? How are you?”

      “Great, thanks.”

      It was the truth. It had been a year since the H Brands deal had blown up. A glorious year with my amazing girlfriend, even though I’d taken enough flights to get the highest level of status on at least one airline. And Christmas Eve, when she’d been on call for work, and I’d flown and then driven ten hours to be with her, well that had been rough, but the look on her face when I’d showed up had been worth it.

      Even without the money from the H Brands origination credit, I was ready to quit the firm. Cynthia had some savings too, and she’d talked me into quitting “early.” Knowing you, you’ll never have enough money. Just do it. She’d been right.

      “I’m actually giving notice.”

      Mitchell jerked back in his chair. “Notice? I thought you wanted to make partner.”

      I stilled. “Really? Was that ever in the cards?”

      “Of course it was. You’re one of our best. Why do you think Nisha and I staff you on all the hardest clients?” Law firm logic at its finest — we like you, so we tortured you.

      I tried not to let my shock show on my face. “But I never really connected with any of you. I thought I needed to be better at marketing myself, internally and externally, to make partner?” Suddenly, I really cared about his answer. If I couldn’t market myself to clients, my firm would fail.

      “That’s not true.” He frowned. “You don’t need to be a back-slapping good ol’ boy to succeed. I mean, look at me, look at Nisha. Neither of us golfs. Both of us paid our own way through law school. You would have found your place here.” He sighed heavily. “I’m sorry to see you go. I assume you’re going to another firm? As counsel, maybe? Or partner?”

      “I’m actually opening my own shop. With a lawyer who recently left TJR. A corporate boutique.”

      “Oh.” He sat back, looking surprised. “Wow. Good for you. I think you’ll be good at that.”

      “Thanks, Mitchell.”

      I got up to leave, but he stopped me.

      “If you ever want to talk about running a firm, or if you ever need advice, I’m here. And your name will be at the top of my list when I need to refer a smaller client out.”

      My chest swelled. “Thank you. That means a lot. I’ll take you up on that.”

      I left, my steps lighter and my head clearer than it had been in a long time.
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        * * *

      

      “What if your friends hate me?” Cynthia sipped her drink nervously. We were in the back of one of my favorite bars uptown, waiting for Jonah and Miles, and Cynthia’s friends Margo and Andrew.

      “They won’t hate you,” I repeated for the third time. She looked lovely today, dressed in black jeans and a soft cashmere sweater, fresh from a day of apartment showings. She’d just moved back to New York and was selling her apartment downtown. I couldn’t wait to have her in my bed every night, across the coffee bar every morning, even though she already spent most nights with me.

      “Okay, well, I’m really nervous. Oh, there’s Margo!” She leapt up and waved. A stunning dark-haired woman and a green-eyed man wended their way towards us. Cynthia hugged Margo, gave Andrew a cool nod, and introduced me.

      “Meeting the Closer in person.” Margo raised a brow. “You’re taller than I expected.”

      “The Closer?” I questioned.

      “Oh god,” Cynthia said. “He doesn’t know about the nickname.”

      Margo laughed. “Want to explain?”

      “Not really,” Cynthia grumbled, and sighed. “So back before you and I were dating, Margo and I used to talk about you. Andrew, close your ears for this one.”

      Andrew rolled his eyes. “I’m well aware of your sexual harassment of this poor guy. I have ears. And you’re not very quiet on the phone.” Margo reddened.

      Sexual harassment? I grinned. This would be good.

      “So obviously, you’re really good at what you do, and so we called you the Closer.” Cynthia’s cheeks were pink and Margo raised both brows. Cynthia sighed. “Well, because of that, and because we joked you could close the deal with us anytime. Until I guess, I, uh, did.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “Who’s closing deals with whom?” Miles asked. He and Jonah joined our little group.

      “We’re just talking about how Cynthia always gets what she wants.” Margo smiled and introduced herself to my friends, and Cynthia did the same.

      “So this is the famous Cynthia. Nice to meet you.” Miles shook her hand.

      “Famous?” Her brows went up.

      “Oh, yeah. Man, if you knew how much he talked about you when you were just his roommate. Not to mention now that you’re together.” Miles shook his head, and I reddened. Cynthia turned to me, her eyes dancing.

      “Care to explain?” She stepped in to me and smiled, open and bright.

      “I was obsessed with you. Even before I realized it myself.”

      “Good. That’s how I prefer it.” She kissed me, and turned back to her conversation.

      For a second I was frozen, wondering how this could be my life, watching my beautiful girlfriend chat with my friends, and then glance back at me, a secret smile on her face, those brown eyes lit with intelligence, humor, loyalty. All for me.

      When had I gotten so lucky?
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        Want more? Read Jason’s romantic proposal in The Proposal by signing up to my newsletter.

      

        

      
        Did you love Cynthia and Jason’s story? Grab Margo and Andrew’s book here. Andrew’s been her ruthless workplace nemesis for seven years…until they’re forced to share an office and things heat up between them.
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