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  Accidentally Still Married

  

  Carmen Falcone


  


  Devon Wilder wants to leave the scandal involving his name behind and focus on the race for the CEO title. Yet, his sexy assistant is an unexpected and dangerous liability—especially after he suspects she could be the one stealing money from the company.


  Elena Moretti’s libido was comatose until Devon strode into her life. Ever since the end of a troubled marriage, she never wanted any man the way she does him. Unfortunately for her, Devon is also the man she’s been hired to spy on and find evidence to prove he’s embezzling and dragging Wilder & Co.’s name through the mud.


  As the hunt for the real thief advances, they need to figure out if they’ll cling to old fears or throw themselves at the new, tempting opportunities—and each other.


  


  To Kristina Redmon my supportive, awesome, and caring bestie. Love you!


  


  Chapter One
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  Devon Wilder popped his knuckles. Again. Today, he’d conquer his stupid fear. He stood in front of the state of the art elevator, the modern day beast he’d wrestled with for way too long.


  “Going in?” Some employee from the sales team pointed, as he walked past him.


  His throat clogged. His strong legs were as vulnerable as an insect, but he still forced them to move and entered the elevator. Wasn’t that bad, was it? He glanced around, and besides the one guy, there was plenty of space between the austere wood walls.


  Devon loosened his collar, even though it was not even eight am on a Monday morning. Shit. He was Devon “The Devil” Wilder, the head of Marketing of one of the most successful sports gear company in the country. The proud owner of Smolder, a legendary nightclub in downtown Denver. Women flocked to him like bees to honey. So why the fuck was this so complicated?


  A bead of sweat slicked his forehead, and he didn’t need to touch it to know—it was clammy. How long ago had it been? Too long. And that terrified seven-year-old kid still cried inside of him. Inside the elevator. For hours.


  The doors started to swiftly close in front of him, and although they didn’t resemble the old creaking metal door, the panic was the same. He shoved his Italian leather shoe to prevent the doors from closing all the way. A tad too harshly.


  “Go ahead. I left something in my car,” he said, using his usual excuse. His car. His office. Who cared? What kind of man would reach nationwide heights as a CEO if he were scared of a freaking elevator?


  He headed to the emergency exit, and hopped on the stairs. With athletic strides, courtesy of his running and kickboxing, he kept going up, without looking back. At one point, the sound from his breathing filled the space, and the familiar dizziness hit him. Not because of the quick run.


  He glanced behind his shoulder, knowing fully well there was one thing he couldn’t escape.


  The number twelve greeted him, painted in red on the door leading to the floor. He grabbed a handkerchief from his pocket, and dabbed it on his face. With a long, deep sigh, he opened the door, and ventured inside with a smile. The smile of a champion. A survivor. Not the smile of a terrified child, left alone in a dirty elevator for six hours while his undiscerning mother banged his sperm donor.


  “Good morning, Mr. Devon. How are you today?” A cheerful female assistant flashed him a smile, to which he simply nodded.


  His heart started to return to its resting pace with each step he took toward his office. His gaze darted at Elena’s desk, so pristine and minimalistic. Empty. Besides the computer, print calendar, and a few neatly stacked folders, there was no evidence she had been there yet. Like a teenager waiting for his crush, he searched for the cat mug she usually sipped from. Maybe she was out doing something. Maybe at the break room.


  Who cared? If he knew what was good for him, he shouldn’t.


  I’m nothing like my father. Nothing.


  His father had been reckless and selfish. Caleb Wilder had fled with his stacked secretary, and stole millions from the company he and Imani, Devon’s stepmother, spent decades to build. He’d been a criminal and a coward. Devon would never give in to temptation and seduce his hot assistant of three months, Elena Moretti. After all, wasn’t he still dealing with the aftermath of his own scandal? Elena was a threat to his well-being and his position in the company, since the policies specifically forbade employees from dating other employees. Thanks, Dad, for setting the example.


  Picking up his pace, he decided showing Imani, the board, and hell, himself, that he was responsible, that he could be the CEO; buy the shares Imani would eventually sell him, and not screw it up like his father was critical. Especially after the sex scandal involving his ex-girlfriend Regina, he needed to prove he wasn’t just a millionaire bad boy.


  “They’ve been waiting for you, sir,” the red haired, middle-aged assistant said with a professional smile. For a moment though, another image unraveled in his mind. Jet black hair. Ruby red lips. Coffee-colored bedroom eyes.


  “Mr. Wilder?” the woman called him, and he blinked. Elena’s image disappeared from his mind, at least for now. Shit. This was so inconvenient.


  Nodding, he opened the door and stepped into the large conference room, where an imposing floor to ceiling clear wall showcased downtown Denver.


  “Welcome, Devon,” Imani, said. “Why are you late?”


  “Maybe he’s got a hangover.” His half-brother Matthew, who sat on the opposite side of the oval marble desk, upped an eyebrow, the sarcasm in his tone clear. I’m the perfect contender for the CEO position. Not Devon, the bastard playboy.


  “I apologize for being late. Won’t happen again.” He cleared his throat and straightened his back on the leather-cushioned swivel chair.


  “Needless to say, being the head of Wilder & Co. has taken a toll on me,” Imani continued, the only one standing up. Though she looked prim and proper in a flawless white pantsuit, they all knew behind the strong black woman who saved the company lay the survivor of a recent heart attack. “And I’d like for someone I trust to occupy my seat. Despite what Caleb has done, I’d like to keep the company in the family.”


  He glared at Matthew, who leaned back on his chair and stretched his athletic arms. Since fifteen, he had to deal with Matthew’s patronizing ways to show him he was really not a trustworthy relative. The bastard son. The hard playing, skirt chasing, carbon copy of Caleb. Devon swallowed the lump of frustration lodged in his thick throat.


  “Well, if you want family, Mom,” Matthew said, hands behind his head, emphasizing the last word, “I’d say your choice is clear.”


  “Damn straight.” A closed lip smile formed on Imani’s lips, and she twirled one of her kinky black curls around her finger. “It’ll be one of you two.” Matthew opened his mouth to argue, but with a single hand gesture and a don’t-give-me-your-usual-bullshit look, she silenced him. “But, right now we don’t have time for a pissing contest. Before I start analyzing which one of you is best for the position, we have a much bigger problem at hand. Remember a couple of months ago when our accountant Toby mentioned a discrepancy in our numbers?”


  Devon nodded. Matthew jerked back from his chair, his lips pressed into a bitter line.


  “Well, we thought there was a glitch in the system and went through the trouble of updating our software program. The discrepancies were too small to make a dent, which is why we chose to go in that direction. However, it turns out someone very smart is creating fake accounts and stealing from us.”


  “How much?” Devon looked straight into her midnight eyes.


  Imani smoothed her hands over her blouse. “Over a million.”


  Matthew scowled. “Isn’t Toby’s job to find out the thief?”


  “He’s been trying along with a special team. But the thief is very skilled. There’s a probability this is someone who works here. Someone who can virtually steal the money and do it so cleverly, none of us knows exactly where it’s going.”


  “How long has this been going on for exactly?” Devon asked.


  “Three months, give or take,” she answered.


  Three months. He clicked the pen a few more times then rolled it on the table. A tech geek. Without closing his eyes, the image formed in front of him in broad daylight. Elena. His assistant, always strangely aware of her surroundings. Always kept to herself. Far too qualified for a simple assistant position.


  “I don’t want the board to find out about this, not until we solve the problem. After thirty years in this place, I sure as hell won’t go out like that. Do any of you have any idea who could be behind this?”


  Did he? “No, but I will find out.” He gave her a small smile. If Elena was behind this, he would get to the bottom of things and unmask her. By all means necessary.


  ***


  Mom told us about financial discrepancies. Get access to his personal profile. Find out how his club is really doing. He may be the one stealing.


  


  Stealing? What? Elena looked down at the text message and slid her finger on the screen. When she told her best friend Matthew she would help him expose his half-brother, she never imagined secret texting shenanigans would be a part of her daily routine. All she had agreed to was keeping a close eye on Devon to find any deal-breaking flaw that could give Matthew an advantage on the CEO race. Thank goodness she had a nifty app that erased messages right after reading them. God Bless the Internet.


  “A text from a hot guy?” Holly placed her small cup under the soundless dispenser of espresso and winked at her. Janie bit into her blueberry muffin.


  “No.” Elena slid her iPhone into her pocket and folded her arms, leaning on the opposite counter. She shook her head at her coworkers, who often sneaked to the twelfth floor to get their daily top-notch caffeine kick. The executive floor break room was a lot more than a simple coffee station. It offered a plethora of pastries and bite size candy bars, not to mention the espresso machine, clean stainless steel appliances, and a sink.


  Janie worked under Toby, the accountant, and had thick brown luscious hair, courtesy of her Greek heritage. Holly’s Scandinavian beauty and honesty offered Elena a fresh break from the darkness sitting heavy in her chest and threatening to burst out of her.


  “Talking about sexy guys…is your boss still seeing that lady?” Holly asked.


  “The one from the sex scandal?” Janie asked, hinting at the tell-all interview that Devon’s ex-girlfriend Regina gave some months ago, exposing their open relationship to the world. Who would have thought she was starting a swing club and needed the press?


  “I don’t know anything about his private life,” Elena said in a small voice. Not that she wanted to—the little she read in the papers was enough to set her mind on a crazy spiral of dangerous curiosity—but according to Matthew, knowing what he was up to would help expose him. Although he hadn’t been seen with Regina for months, wasn’t it strange she opened a state-of-the-art adult club in Denver? Sure, she could have made money from the interview alone, but this wasn’t Hollywood. There was something else—


  Janie lifted her shoulders. “I see nothing sexy about a grown man slutting up like a hormonal teenager,” she said, as usual the voice of reason. With a sigh, she continued, “My Roy would never act like that.” And there it was, the first daily mention of her husband of twenty years. Elena shot a playful glance at Holly. When would it ever stop?


  “Whatever. I’d still do Devon Wilder with my hands tied. No pun intended,” Holly said, and let out a hearty laugh.


  “I bet you would. Maybe you already have.” Janie stuck her tongue at Holly in teasing mode.


  “I wish.” Holly nudged Janie’s elbow.


  Hands tied… Oh man, the image of submitting to Devon’s powerful control shot heat through Elena’s veins. “I don’t know if he’s seeing anyone. Don’t care.” Discreetly, she clenched her legs together to stop the heat from settling between her thighs. But it was too late.


  “I’m sure there’s a very lucky woman out there, grinning like a fool,” Holly said.


  “Or feeling like one,” Janie mused.


  Elena opened the fridge and looked at it for a moment, welcoming the waves of cool air on her warm skin. Taking a deep breath, she reached for the small Fiji bottle all the way in the back, if anything to give her more time to forget that image. And the chill would damper any burning thought involving the infamous Devon Wilder.


  “Is that a new skirt?” Holly pointed down at her.


  “Oh this?” Elena slammed the fridge door. She grabbed the bottle with one hand and with the other, smoothed the crease-free, shape snugging black pencil skirt with her hands. “I’ve had it for a while.”


  Admitting she made not one but two trips to the mall over the past week would only raise more speculations. What kind of clothes was she expected to wear anyway, as an amateur spy? The brisk fall weather could warrant a trench coat and gloves, but inside the office was a different story. It was as if the heater was stuck on a hell-like temperature, for she was burning. All. The. Time.


  Holly arched a long, manicured eyebrow. “Really? I saw it on a Bloomingdale’s mannequin, just a week ago.”


  “Bloomingdale’s huh?” said a deep syrupy voice behind her, and her heart slammed against her white silky blouse.


  She spun on her burgundy heels to find Devon Wilder leaning against the threshold, arms crossed and lips curled at the corner of his sinful mouth. Lifting her hand to her chest, she changed her mind midway and raised it to fiddle with her pearl necklace. “I’m sure it was just a similar skirt,” she said to Holly, but couldn’t tear her gaze from him. “You know how they say fashion recycles itself? My wardrobe is living proof.”


  Silence stretched into the break room. Elena looked around. While Holly slid a hungry gaze over Devon, Elena almost laughed when she saw Janie’s face. Her pink-colored lips were parted, attention focused on Devon. If she continued that way, she was sure her friend would drool soon. Roy, my ass. Well, what else did she expect? That was the effect he had in women, especially when he was so damn close to them.


  A crisp white shirt opened at the top and unconfined by a tie contrasted against his dark chocolate skin. The black jacket matched the designer slacks, and highlighted his large frame. Make it extra large. And extra hot. Why on Earth did he have the charisma of a campaigning politician, the body of a professional football player, and dimples that could bring women to their knees? So not fair.


  She had to bring him down, just not the way she wanted to. Which was as damaging as self-mutilation. Dr. Hodge had promised her libido would come back some day, but seriously, did it have to happen like this? Latent desire for the one guy she couldn’t—wouldn’t—have? After three years of drought at her downstairs?


  “Is there anything I can get you, Mr. Wilder?” Holly asked, her voice sultry like a burlesque routine.


  “No, thanks,” he answered.


  Janie chugged down the remainder of her coffee and set it inside the steel dishwasher. “Break’s over, Holly. Let’s go,” she said, and nudged Holly out of the break room.


  Elena remained stiff as a brick, her ass pushing against the counter. When her gaze swung from the girls sauntering out to Devon, her heart skipped a beat. Maybe two. With eyes that gleamed like dark silver, he watched her. Crap, who was she kidding? Three beats.


  “Nice skirt.”


  She clenched the bottle of water so tight, it made a squeaky noise. “Thanks.” Relax, girl.


  “I need you.”


  He leaned forward. The distance between them was safe enough—it would be, if he were anyone else. I need you. His manly baritone rang deep in her ears, and her blood went on a low simmer. God. Why did he have to be so tall? Her five feet five nearly shrank if compared to his extra foot. She took a swig of the water.


  “In my office.”


  She blinked. “O-of course.”


  “After you.” He gestured with his hand, and without questioning she managed to walk through the elegant but understated hallway until they reached the inside of his sleek modern office. On the way, she put her water down and grabbed her iPad.


  As the President of Marketing, his office showcased his creative mind, with more paintings and objets d’art on the wall than in the whole building. Abstract paintings, all enhanced by strategic lighting. Most of Wilder & Co. was see through. Besides dark wood frames that would remind her of a lodge deep in the mountains, all doors and walls were made of glass. Clarity and transparency. She could laugh at the irony.


  “Were you able to get a hold of Morrison?” He plopped down on the leather seat against the backdrop of a grey overcast Denver.


  “Yes, he’s available for lunch on Monday if you are.”


  The buzz of her iPhone inside her tight pocket made him raise his head from reading something on his Mac and look at her.


  She simply jammed her hand inside the pocket and clicked it.


  He frowned. “Do you need to take that, Elena?”


  “What? No. Sorry, Mr. Wilder.”


  “Devon. Remember? Call me Devon.”


  “Of course.” She pulled her most informal voice and shot at him what she hoped was a genuine smile. Darn it. She sucked at this. If Matthew hadn’t scooped her up from the crappiest time in her life, she wouldn’t have agreed in a million years to spy on the man who gave Morris Chestnut a run for his money.


  He rocked back in his chair and tossed his pen on the table. “Is everything okay?”


  “No,” the word spilled from her mouth. He leaned back on his chair, interest sparking in his eyes. What did I just do? “Yes. I mean yes… Nothing I can’t handle.”


  “Tell me about it.” He crossed his hands behind his shaven, smooth head.


  “It was probably a text from my brother Emilio. He’s asked his girlfriend Tiffany to marry him and now they’re having an engagement party and they disagree on about everything other than they love each other, which I hope will still be the case by they time they marry.” Not a lie. Next week, she was expected to return to New York City, and face her family, and worst of all, the man who broke her in a million pieces. Her stomach churned just thinking about that craptastic reunion.


  A grin teased his lips. “Interesting. I didn’t know there were more of you out there.”


  “My family is Catholic. Trust me, there’s always more of us,” she said, more to herself than to him. Then, she realized he was watching her closely, and a smile she hadn’t seen before curled the corner of his gorgeous lips. Lifting her shoulders, she took a deep breath.


  “How many?”


  “I have four older brothers.” A fact that usually scared guys away growing up in a small town upstate New York. Too bad it didn’t scare away my ex-husband. That would have saved me a lot of headache. Although, Timothy had taken advantage of the fact they trusted him as a friend to get on their good side and date her. Pursue her. Trap her.


  “There seems to be a lot about you I don’t know.” The expression on his face shifted. He stared at her without ceremony, aggressively, like he could slice the invisible barrier between them and extract whatever he wanted. Take it.


  She cleared her throat, a bit louder than intended. “I’m not…that exciting.”


  “Somehow I doubt that,” he said, his voice almost growly. What the hell was happening? In those three months, he had been friendly and cordial, but never used any innuendos.


  For longer than what was appropriate, their gazes met and locked. She parted her lips, and her palm slicked against the iPad. Lord. Three years, and her vagina had been like a comatose patient. Ever since she started to work for him, little signs of awakening threatened to put her whole plan at risk. She believed in paying back. Which was why she had to do this for Matthew.


  After all, Matthew scooped her up from the hardest part of her life. He had been her only friend who knew exactly what broke her marriage, and what broke her. He could have been kind and superficial, but no. Matthew took her to the hospital. He held her hand while they stitched her up. He… did all the brotherly things she couldn’t allow any of her brothers to. Because she couldn’t tell them what really happened with Timothy, for everyone’s sake.


  A dull sound yanked her from her thoughts, and she blinked a couple of times. He silenced his phone.


  “Time for a meeting.” He rose up from his chair, and she stepped back—the immediate response she had gotten used to.


  “Yes,” she whispered, and watched him stride out of his office with powerful footfalls. Having the see-through setting was a bit of a distraction. If Holly worked on the twelfth floor, she wouldn’t get any work done for sure. When he turned around the corner, she grabbed her phone from her pocket and glanced at the message.


  Get some reports on his nightclub.


  She put the phone in her pocket, as if the gadget had just branded her skin. Shit. She eyed his laptop on his desk. Of course he had shared his business password with her, as he often needed her to do stuff for him. Taking a breath deeper than the Pacific Ocean, she peered around. The spacious waiting area and her desk seemed like an eerie oasis. The other assistants to the main executives were far from view. It was lunchtime, and they probably mingled at the cafeteria.


  00045B. She had seen him type the password for his personal files a few times. At first, she had been distracted by his long, dark fingers working the sleek keyboard. But then she had come to her senses, and focused.


  Slanting another look over her shoulder, she confirmed there was nobody in the area. Even if they saw her, so what? She was his personal assistant. Taking care of his things was in her job description.


  A pang of guilt stabbed at her. Great way to rationalize it, Elena. Well, if he in fact was stealing money from the company, he needed to pay for his actions. If he wasn’t, she would report to Matthew and her job would be done. A walk in the park.


  She slid onto the chair, and typed his password to get access to his personal account. Maybe, if she dug deeper, she would find financial reports from his club. That had to be motivation, right? If he stole from the company, maybe it was because his other business was going belly up. Maybe…he had even helped Regina with her business. Who cared if rumor had it they were no longer together? Maybe his ex had something else on him. Something bigger, that he had stopped by giving her the club.


  The screen popped in front of her, and she went straight for the files, since he was known for saving them on his computer and the USB drive. Well, since the drive was nowhere in sight, she had to have better luck snooping in his things. She searched for his nightclub, spelling out the name. Smolder. Shit. The file was password protected. Could he be using a different password?


  She rubbed her forehead, and was about to start trying every number known to man, when she heard strides behind her. Her blood froze. By the time she swiveled her chair in the direction of the door, she heard a certain deep drawl, “Looking for something, Elena?”


  Devon stood in the middle of the room, legs apart and shoulders rigid.


  “Yes.” She surged to her feet, so quickly that the chair rolled against the polished floor and slammed into the wall. The thumpy sound reverberated through her, and she lifted her hand to her racing heart. “Sorry. You scared me, Mr.— Devon.”


  He cocked his head to the side. “What were you doing?”


  “I wanted to make sure I didn’t overbook you.”


  “But my schedule is on your iPad.”


  “Yes, but I’ve been trying to transfer and sync the stuff you have in your calendar with mine.”


  He stared at her in silence for a moment. She twisted her hands together, and couldn’t ignore the dampness of her palms. Crap. A beat later, his lips broke into a smile, flashing his white straight teeth. “Of course. Good idea,” he said.


  Phew. Off the hook. Or am I?


  


  Chapter Two

  [image: ]


  He clicked his car key, and turned on his engine as he walked through the empty parking lot. Loosening his tie, he let out a long breath. There was something going on, and his delectable assistant was in the middle of it all. After she had left him alone in his office, he checked which profile she had used, and confirmed she had tried to login with his personal profile. Thankfully, she didn’t have the password.


  Over the past two weeks, he’d noticed her leaning forward, her eyes wandering whenever he punched in his code. Which had been why he had purposely chosen the easiest one, so he would login and check if there had been any movement. Now…now that he knew money was being stolen from the company, the pieces of the puzzle started to fit together. Some of them, anyway.


  He slid into his car, and started to drive inside the covered garage. Most employees had gone home already, but there was one vehicle parked at the corner of the lot. A woman shook her head, while she opened the trunk of her car.


  Well, well… He scratched his chin, and brought his car to a stop next to hers. Elena Moretti. What was she up to now?


  “Do you need help?” He rolled up his sleeves.


  She stepped back, her eyes widened at him. “Mr.—


  “Devon,” he said, and averted his gaze to her silver Beamer 328i. Who knew his personal assistant had such taste for nice cars? How did she get the money? “Engine problem?”


  She rubbed her temple. “Yeah. The road assistance service will send someone to fix it, but I’m just too tired to wait. I was about to hang out next to the security guy and call a cab.”


  “I’ll give you a ride.” He opened the passenger door for her. “Hop inside.”


  She shuffled her weight from foot to foot, and opened her mouth but no sound came out. “I’m not going to bite, Elena,” he reminded her, although a quick skim over her full bottom lip almost changed his resolve. His body tensed, and his jeans tightened a notch. Whatcha thinking, man? This chick is off-limits.


  Regina had shared with the whole world the open dynamic of their relationship, and he had irked some conservative shareholders. The last thing he needed was to fantasize about the mysterious assistant who could very well be the one who was stealing from his company.


  Hhhmmm… If that was really the case, he would have to expose her. But first, he would have to find out what was going on.


  “You just passed the security office.” She pointed out at the station where Darnell was probably eating a day old Burrito and watching the football game. Even though he did rounds in the parking lot, there was never much action in the building.


  He slanted her a look. “I know. I figure, I can give you a ride home. Save you some money.”


  “No,” she rushed to say. “You totally don’t have to. I mean, it’s nice, thank you. But unnecessary. You have your life and things to do—”


  “You are giving me a lot of credit, Elena. I have no plans tonight.” Except for starting to crack whatever got her so nervous when around him.


  Though she rested her head against the seat, her stiff shoulders and the hard lines bracketing her mouth couldn’t hide her tension. Interesting. Not only did his assistant have a nicer car than he would have thought, she didn’t want him to visit her home. Why was that?


  “Okay then.”


  She proceeded to give him her address, and although it sounded like a nice neighborhood in an established part of Denver, all he focused on was the rich texture of her lips. As they moved, he imagined them under his. That would never become reality. Not when she was his primary embezzling suspect. He hadn’t bedded a woman for months—a promise he made to himself to keep his eye on the prize.


  He could just focus on his successful nightclub business. But, especially after the scandal, he had yearned for something more— and to prove to everyone he was the responsible hard working guy his father hadn’t been topped the list. Matthew never got labeled as Caleb’s bad son. Matthew always excelled at things and had gone to the best private schools. He never had to endure crummy living conditions and a pushover mother who was a step above a whore.


  Devon wanted respect. And bedding his assistant was the last thing he should do. It was dumb, juvenile, and he was so done with making bad decisions. So, so done.


  Instead, he’d focus on what his assistant was up to and determine if she was the company’s embezzler. No way was he taking her home yet when he had a ton to figure out.


  She pointed at the window. “You missed my exit.”


  “I’m not driving you home yet.”


  She shifted in the seat. “W-what does that mean?”


  “I’m hungry. Since it’s dinnertime, I take it you must eat, too. So, why not do it together? I’ve neglected you. I never took the time to get to know my assistant.”


  “What is there to know?” she asked.


  He kept his eyes on the highway. Two more exits, and he’d be dining on 14th street. With his assistant. To try and find out whatever he could. He knew enough about people in general, especially the ones with a hidden agenda, that the best way to catch them with their pants down would be by distracting them with something else. “What’s your favorite type of food, for starters?”


  “I like everything, really.”


  “Seafood okay?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  By the time he stopped his car in front of an upscale seafood restaurant, the valet approached them and opened the door. He could feel her gaze on him, although as he gestured for her to walk in front, that sensation disappeared. What was she thinking?


  “Nice to see you again, Mr. Wilder.” The hostess winked at him, even though he hadn’t seen her or set foot in that restaurant for a few months. “Your usual table?”


  “Yes.”


  She picked up two menus and checked a circled section in her hostess chart. “Follow me.”


  “Excellent.” He nodded and gestured for Elena to walk through the dimly lit space behind the hostess’ trim figure as she led them through the narrow hallways. When a group of people walked in the opposite direction, he put his hand at the small of Elena’s back, trying to guide her to the quiet corner that the hostess was sauntering to.


  Elena locked her spine into place, and hurried her pace to the booth. No doubt she didn’t dare risk getting close to him. Chances were, she could be stealing from the company, and he’d bet his next stock dividend that she wasn’t working alone. A crime of this magnitude required more than one brain.


  They sat opposite each other—after all, the round booth would comfortably sit four more people. Despite the distance, there was a hint of intimacy in the air. Vanilla scented candles flickered between them. Heavy drops of rain fell on the window overlooking the city, leaving the view of Denver foggy and gray.


  “Sir, the wine list,” the sommelier offered, but he didn’t need to see it.


  “Bring me a 1997 red Soto, please.”


  The sommelier nodded. “Right away sir.”


  “Would you like something different?”


  “What? Me? No. Wine is fine.” She ran her fingers through her hair, which was straying from the bun. If he ever had a sexy librarian fantasy, this woman would fit the bill. The dark red lips contrasted against her white blouse, which was ruffled and silky. Looked expensive.


  “So, what did you do before you became an executive assistant?”


  “Does that mean you never read my resume?” she said, before taking a glass of water to her lips.


  “Touché.” He flashed her a smile. “Remember, when my assistant went on maternity leave, I barely had time to interview much.” Regrettably, he had left that job up to the human resources manager. Maybe it had been God’s way to punish him for his wicked and sexual past, by bringing Elena Moretti into his office.


  She shifted in her seat, and looked away. “I dabbled…in things.”


  An image assaulted his mind. There were tiny buttons on her top, and what wouldn’t he give to see them flying in the air, as he ripped the blouse off her. His pants tightened, and a violent arousal surged through him. Four months. He hadn’t screwed anyone in four months. Which was why he fantasized about his delicious, edible assistant, who may very well be a traitor.


  When she turned her face back to him, her gaze landed on his. Did she read his mind? Even in the poor lighting, he noticed the shade of red spreading across her cheeks, and her parted lips.


  “Sir?” the sommelier returned, and the bubble of awareness burst.


  As the guy started to do the honors and serve him the wine, all Devon could think of was Elena. He didn’t take his eyes off her for a moment, even when the sommelier asked, “How do you like it?”


  “It’s delicious,” he said.


  The flush deepened on her cheeks, and she scooted to the back of the booth. She drew a breath and her breasts rose and fell, stretching the fabric of her blouse.


  He leaned over the table, and watched her lift the glass of wine to her lips, and for an instant, he envied the glass. Fuck, this wasn’t supposed to happen.


  When the sommelier left them, he realized being alone with her outside the office was beyond dangerous. The woman was sexy as hell, and he couldn’t just sleep with her. He had to gain her trust, or at least enough to snoop into her business and find out what exactly she was up to. “What was it like growing up with three older brothers?”


  The corner of her lips quirked up. “Four.”


  “Four.”


  She sighed. “Intimidating.”


  “To the boys?” he asked, and brought the glass to his lips. The red wine went down smoothly, but the aftertaste was complex and effervescent.


  “To… me,” she said, and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Her shoulders sagged a bit, as if that confession somehow took a load off.


  Placing his glass on the table, he leaned closer, and erased some of the distance between them. “How could it be intimidating to you?”


  “They meant well, but they almost made me feel like not dating. They always wanted to get some dirt on whomever I dated, or threatened them on the first date. Not a lot of guys asked me on a second date after they met my brothers.” A nervous smile spread over her face, and she rolled her eyes.


  “Then they were fools. I’m sure you were worth the trouble,” he said, and dipped down his head to stare at her. The air shifted, and a zingy energy swirled between them. It was as invisible as it was powerful. Her eyes widened, pupils dilated. They were beautiful—she was beautiful. Too beautiful.


  “I…need to go to the restroom.” She placed her napkin on the table.


  “Of course.” He watched her go, and the way she walked, a bit faster than necessary, as if she were running from a ghost.


  Well, better this way. He reached for her bag, and although snooping in women’s bags wasn’t his deal, he had to know what she was up to. Hell, she searched in his computer, didn’t she? And she would have found his personal files—had he not been diligent from the beginning.


  Glancing around, to make sure no one paid attention to him, he plunged his hand into her shoulder bag. He looked down, and found some make up, gum, a couple of post-it notes with a grocery list, and—AHA—her cell phone.


  He checked her recent calls, but nothing caught his attention. Even her contact list seemed suspiciously short. A couple slides on the main screen showed him several harmless apps. Besides, of course, Cyber Dust. The one she could use to text whomever, and keep it a secret. Not good. He knew he wouldn’t find any messages, as they self-deleted after a few seconds, but he clicked on her user info anyway. And… His heart skipped a beat. Horseracer7861. That had been the nickname he heard a family member refer to Matthew as a child. Apparently his half-brother dreamed of being a Cowboy when he was eight. Most importantly, why the fuck was Matthew on her contact list whose messages had to be secret? At work, he never saw them chat. Truth to be told, he never noticed Matthew giving her a second glance.


  If she wanted to steal from the company, why would she need Matthew’s help? And why on Earth would he jeopardize everything he worked so hard for? Hhmmm…didn’t make sense. Something was off.


  Unless…she and Matthew were having an affair.


  


  Chapter Three

  [image: ]


  Focus, Elena. Focus. She splashed some cold water on her face, then reached for the paper towel, and rolled a good amount into a ball to pat her face. What the hell was happening?


  Concentrating on her lies, or filtering the truths she could feed him, was a hard task. Especially when he was so close to her, with the nuances of his spicy scent pushing through her nostrils, and his extra-large sized football player body within a couple inches from hers.


  Smoothing her hands over her blouse and skirt, she took a breath longer than the Colorado winter. For whatever reason, he wanted to take her out to eat. She just had to make sure she wouldn’t be the entrée. A woman like her could never get involved with a bad boy like Devon. What would Doctor Hodge say? And why did her shrink have to go on vacation?


  Sure, it had been three years since her divorce. Granted, her nerve endings sizzled like an overheated pan whenever Devon was around. But he was used to experienced, unbroken, sophisticated women in the bedroom department. Besides, if Matthew only knew she was all smitten by the opponent… The enemy.


  “You can do it. You can do it.” She ran her hand down her bun.


  “You okay?” the lady next to her asked. She slanted the woman a glance. A tall, blonde beauty who reapplied pink lipstick.


  She shrugged. “Yes. Just a bit nervous.”


  The blonde winked at her. “I don’t blame you. If I were having dinner with that hunk, I’d be nervous too.”


  “Right?” She smiled, and headed out of the bathroom. See, this was completely normal. Devon was a super attractive guy, and any woman with a heartbeat would be nervous around him. Anxious. Excited.


  A lump lodged in her throat. When she neared their corner booth, she could already feel his gaze warming her skin. The little hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she slid across the booth, managing to give him a neutral smile.


  “Appetizer’s here.” He cocked his head toward the direction of the oysters.


  “Interesting.” She glanced at the ice-poached oysters, and the sauces neatly displayed. “I’ve never tried it,” she said, eyes on the food. A small talk about a seafood morsel couldn’t land her in hot water, right?


  “You don’t know what you’ve been missing,” he said, his voice dropping a couple notches. Somehow, the booth seemed smaller, or had he scooted next to her? Even though she wasn’t facing him, she just knew his gaze studied her profile, and she was on display like a mannequin in a window.


  The thought hardened her nipples, and her clit tingled. Crap. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She was about to reach for a glass of water, when he took a piece of oyster with his fork and lifted it to her mouth. Her mouth!


  Ignoring the throbbing sensation in her stomach, she turned her head to face him. The second her eyes found his, air fled from her lungs. A silver sparkle flickered in his eyes, and was it her impression, or did his hotness go up a notch in the past minute? With his full, delicious—she guessed—lips parted, the man stared at her with an intensity that could probably move objects. She knew for sure, it wreaked havoc with her system.


  Goodness. She opened her lips, and he dipped the fork into her mouth, without breaking eye contact. She swallowed the tasty morsel, while she still had complete control over her basic motor skills, and the chilled oyster slid down her dry throat, nice and smooth.


  “Good girl. Do you like it?”


  She touched her lips. “Yes. I heard a lot about it, but hadn’t tried it until now.”


  “It’s not true, you know. About it being an aphrodisiac.”


  “Who was talking about that? I meant how nutritious it is.” She shifted in her seat, and hoped her attempt at play lightened the mood. “I knew nothing about aphrodisiac,” she lied. She had heard about it, but had refused to try it during her marriage. The last thing she needed with Timothy had been more sex.


  “It’s a myth that has been told over a thousand years. But never scientifically proven.”


  “Does everything need to be scientifically proven for you to believe?”


  “Not at all.” He tipped up her chin. She quivered. The texture of his rough hand against her soft skin sent little warning shivers down her spine. “For instance, the other day I was reading an article about the theories of attraction. There are many of them—based on DNA, physical appearance, similar interests. I don’t buy any of them.”


  “Why not?” she asked even though an inner voice warned her not to. Was it so hard to steer the conversation toward the weather, politics, or a miraculous cellulite treatment she heard about?


  He traced her jaw with his index finger, leaving a trail of simmering goose bumps wherever his flesh touched. “True, raw attraction can’t be explained. It shouldn’t. You just feel it.”


  Darn it. She clenched her legs together so hard, for a second her clit stopped pulsing only to resume twice as powerful. No. Three times.


  The thumping beats of her heart overpowered the whispers from other couples at other tables. Even the jazzy music from a piano player not too far away lost some of its charm. She knew she shouldn’t look deep into his eyes, and soak into his caress. That was obvious. That was safe. The right thing to do.


  Yet… The feel of him so close, the way his eyes gleamed, and the wicked smile that spread through his gorgeous face clouded her judgment. “How can you be so sure?”


  “There’s only one way to find out.”


  She shivered even though there was nothing cold about the temperature. Her breasts pushed against her bra, or was that she, leaning into him? God. She was a mess, and she just couldn’t stop. Anticipation flooded in her veins, her desire for him was a poison and an antidote.


  To give her thickening throat some relief, she swallowed—hard—and licked her lips. If she knew what was best for her, this was the time for her to withdraw and retreat. Cut her losses, and just rejoice at the simple fact her sexuality wasn’t dead and buried like she imagined for years.


  “Kiss me,” she heard herself saying, although that coarse sound could barely pass for a voice.


  He dipped his head down, and before she could second-guess her command, he covered her lips with his. The sensation belted an electrifying awareness within her. Hot strands knotted her stomach. His tongue delved into her mouth, and she stiffened for a moment. Worlds of sensations collided, and she linked her arms around his neck. Otherwise, her bones would melt into a shameless putty of satisfaction.


  When he started to explore her dark recesses, she dropped her shoulders a notch. He pulled her to him, his hand resting on the small of her back. She marveled at the proximity, and started to stroke his tongue with hers, doing some exploring of her own. How could she not?


  He grazed her upper lip with his teeth, and she let out a soft moan. Heat escalated inside her; her entire body itched with need. Agony, even. He slid his hand under her skirt, and his palm fondled her butt cheeks. Massaging them. Wow. Her pussy tingled. Throbbed.


  She intensified the kiss, and it was his turn to groan. Hhmmm. So he was just as turned on, wasn’t he? Her hands fell down his broad shoulders, and he grabbed one of them and put it on his leg. Wait. Was that his leg? Warmth spread across her cheeks and neck. She palmed the large, pulsating bulge and could feel him smiling against her lips. Nope. There wasn’t a chance in hell that was a leg.


  “I need to fuck you,” he whispered, his breath labored. “Let’s get out of here.”


  I need to fuck you. The words rang inside her, powerful and deep like an old fashioned church bell. She froze. What on Earth was she thinking? She jerked away from him, and in a split second a chilly sensation swirled around her like a ghost. She had heard those words before, from a much different male voice. I need to fuck you. I need it. It’s like I can’t stop it.


  “No,” she blurted, then covered her mouth.


  “What happened?” A wrinkled formed between his eyebrows, and he quirked his head to one side.


  You don’t wanna know. “Look, thanks for dinner, but I’m not ready for this.” Who was I kidding? Just because Horny Fairy tossed some magical dust on her, didn’t mean years of abuse would just vanish.


  He gave a long sigh. “What’s wrong? You asked me to kiss you. You don’t have to do anything you don’t feel comfortable with. Just don’t play games with me.”


  “Trust me, I’m not.” She grabbed her bag and stood. “Listen, I have to go.”


  He made a motion to stand up, but she gestured for him to sit, waving her hand. “Please, don’t. I will get a cab. Let’s pretend this never happened, okay?”


  “Elena, I’ll take you home. Calm down.”


  She clenched her purse. How could she calm down? If she stayed, not only would it be awkward, but she’d keep thinking about those words, and the man who said them to her. For three years. Whenever he wanted to.


  “No,” she said, a tad louder than intended. A few people threw glances at her, and she lowered her tone. “Trust me on this. I need to leave.” She started to walk, and when she looked over her shoulder, he watched her, dark eyes on her like a hawk. “The oyster wasn’t bad. Thanks,” she added, and then headed out of the restaurant as far as she could. Her body still trembling.


  ***


  Elena closed the door of her car, her fingers clasping the handle. Let go. It’s okay. Listening to her inner voice, she drew in a breath and began to walk away from the parking space. At seven am earlier that Saturday morning, the company’s driver had delivered her Beamer to her garage, a courtesy she could only blame Devon for.


  Devon. She glanced around the park, and didn’t see him amongst the dozens of employees wearing black and white polo shirts and shorts. Like the ones she had on, although now she wished her shorts were bermudas instead of Daisy Dukes length.


  Damn it. Damn it.


  Holly waved at her, and she waved back, trying to avoid walking over to the group of interns surrounding her good-looking friend like fairytale bunnies and squirrels to a Disney movie princess. Best thing was to keep her head in the game.


  A well-known local fast food chain had pulled up a trailer and offered organic meats, hot dogs, and burgers. She recognized a few coworkers playing dodge ball, while others mingled and sipped on beers.


  Everyone seemed to be having a good time.


  “Hey, Ells.” Matthew snuck around her, and she continued walking alongside him. No handshakes, or hugs, or any type of special greeting were in order. To anyone who saw them, this was just an employee talking to a superior. Maybe about the weather. Or politics. Or cellulite treatments.


  “It’s a nice day, isn’t it?” she said, realizing if she could choose her topic of conversation that would be it.


  “Do you have any news? Were you able to get into his private account? You didn’t text me back,” he said, peering around them as though to make sure no one could hear them.


  “I logged in, but then he almost caught me. I’ll try again on Monday.”


  “Why don’t you stop by the office later today?”


  “Because it’s the weekend. I will have to punch an access code to enter the building, and there are cameras in the entrance. I can’t be that obvious,” she said, with a nervous chuckle.


  He adjusted his sunglasses. “Good point. Listen, Ells, I really appreciate your help.”


  “That’s the least I could do,” she said. Wasn’t that the truth? During the time Matthew had lived in New York, she had become friends with his wife Sandra, and both of them helped her come to terms with the end of her marriage. Talking about it was still hard—with anyone besides Dr. Hodge anyway—but if he had helped her face that new chapter of her life, why couldn’t she do the same? Objectively speaking… There was a possibility Devon was stealing. And even if he hadn’t, she had accepted the job to help Matthew in his pursuit of the CEO title. He was the best man for the job, wasn’t he? “How are things with Sandra?”


  He flashed her a half-smile. “Not good. We’re doing couple’s therapy, but I’m not sure we’ll make it.”


  She shrugged. “Oh man… I’m sorry. If she needs anything, I’m here,” she added, even though ever since she moved to Denver, Sandra had met her for coffee only a handful of times. It seemed she was always busy.


  How could Elena judge her? The year before she filed for divorce, she had been half-alive, and not communicated well with family. A part of her had shut out the world like a terrified sea clam.


  “Call me if you wanna talk. I wish you both the best,” she said.


  He winked at her, and a gleam of hope hit his green eyes. “That makes two of us.”


  If she hadn’t been treated like a walking vagina by her former husband, if he hadn’t been so sick, maybe their marriage would have survived too. She certainly enjoyed being married, she realized, worrying her lip. And she would again. Well, once she overcame her fear of trusting someone on a sexual level. That would be a great start.


  “I gotta go mingle. Keep me updated on Monday.”


  “Sure.”


  He nodded, and headed to an area where his team had gathered to play ball. She kept glancing around, in both hope and dread of finding Devon.


  “Come join us,” Janie said, and before she could think twice, her friend was leading her through the crowd, with a clipboard in hand and a hot pink whistleblower around her neck. “We’re just about to play tree hugger and I need more victims. This was kind of my idea, you know.”


  “S-sure.”


  Janie opened a bag with the corporate logo on it and grabbed a couple dark scarves from it. “You need to pair up with someone. I can’t play because I’m organizing, and a cute guy from Human Resources latched onto Holly,” Janie said, and handed her the two soft pieces of black fabric.


  Wait, what? She glanced at the group of easily a dozen folks a few feet from them. Some took turns putting the blindfold on others, while a few laughed and joked. “What’s the game?”


  “We’ll go over there”—she pointed at the forested area—“and you will touch and feel a tree, then your partner will lead you away. Then you will remove the blindfold and try to relocate the same tree you hugged.”


  “Hhhmmm… Okay.” She placed her hands on her waist. “It all sounds great, but most peeps are in pairs already or doing other activities.” Any other activity sounded better than having a coworker lead her anywhere.


  “I’m free,” said a deep voice behind her, awakening all her nerve endings.


  Janie crossed something off her clipboard and smiled. “Perfect. Get her eyes covered then join us to the left. It will start in a few minutes.”


  Elena turned around, the anticipation alone a dangerous venom skating into her bloodstream. The moment her gaze landed on his, a part of her softened into a warm bread pudding, straight out of the oven. Shit. What the hell was happening? “We don’t have to do this.”


  He flashed her a smile. “I’m supposed to mingle with the employees,” he said casually.


  “I don’t think we need any extra…mingling.”


  He held her stare, and even though she wanted to will herself away from him, she couldn’t. Her body balked, and she was scared her treacherous, throbbing heart would spill out of her mouth if she choked out a word.


  The sound of a whistle almost made her jump, and she glanced at the group. Almost everyone was ready, and Janie was in full-on recreational mode, no doubt enjoying being the one to boss everyone around. Crap. Leaving would probably be a bigger deal than staying.


  “This is just a friendly game of trust. You trust me, right?” he mocked.


  “Not one bit.”


  “Good. That means you need to play. Turn around.” He gestured with his hand, and she did as commanded. He erased the distance between them, and again that dangerous energy twirled around her. She closed her eyes, licking her lips like she was about to eat an ice cream cone. Maybe dark chocolate gelato.


  When he put the soft fabric on her, a delightful shiver coursed through her, and her skin prickled as if said ice cream had melted on her flesh. Or, maybe, it was just the man who was exponentially yummier than any icy treat. A sound yanked her from her reverie. It was the clearing of a throat, but she couldn’t know for sure if it had come from her or him. Opening her eyes, she could barely see the sunlight. Her eyelashes rubbed on the blindfold, and she realized then how vulnerable she was to him. Even when she couldn’t see him. Maybe even more so. She caught a whiff of his male scent, the lingering fragrance teasing her.


  A game of trust. She could laugh at the irony—and almost did. A nervous chuckle escaped her lips before she could stop it.


  “See? You’re having fun already,” he said, and her blood went on a low simmer.


  She heard a few people talk, but their voices faded into the background. He guided the small of her back, his hand steady and strong. She was barely getting used to that super manly touch on her, when he clenched his palm around her wrist.


  She halted.


  “I need you to do as I say. I don’t want you to fall,” he said, his voice deeper than the Grand Canyon.


  Sensations she usually didn’t pay attention to teased her senses. The smell of fresh tree sap, and cut grass pushed into her nostrils, just as real as the painful awareness of his hot flesh on hers. She followed his lead, and imagined others did the same, as low whispers and chuckles were heard against the sound of leaves cracking under her tennis shoes.


  Yup. She better not fall. Especially not in love with the boss she was spying on.


  


  Chapter Four
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  “This way,” he said, and guided her to a tree that hadn’t been claimed by anyone else. He debated on holding her hand, but that was far too inappropriate and intimate in public. His grip on her skin loosened, and he found himself making an invisible pattern on her inner wrist. His cock tightened against his jeans.


  The previous night, he had kissed her with the intent of breaking her barriers and getting on her good side. It wasn’t shameless seduction, he reminded himself—not when the goal was to save the company, instead of letting her destroy it. If she was with Matthew and trying to play him, well, he just had to play her first. And what if he had enjoyed kissing her?


  The way her lips felt against his, and the trace of innocence in her touch in the beginning, had sent him into hormonal overdrive. Damn her. He wasn’t a teenager anymore. He was a successful man in his early thirties, who didn’t need to get caught up in all her business.


  “You need to touch it,” he said, and led her hand against the centuries-old sequoia trunk. “So you can remember it later,” he continued, trying not to read too much into the double entendre spilling from his mouth. When had being close become such a hard task? He had never kissed an employee before. Damn it, he wasn’t his father.


  She tapped the trunk, her fingers making an up and down movement as if to extract from the tree whatever secrets she could use later to recognize it. Just like she’s doing to me. Did Matthew know she was that smart? That she wanted to steal from the company—was she using him, too? She linked her arms around the trunk for a moment, and he stepped back. The sight of her blindfolded was hot. How to resist the way her lips parted, like she was waiting for him to slip his tongue inside her luscious mouth?


  “I’m done,” she said, her breathing a bit labored.


  Well, he wasn’t—not by a long shot. Glancing around, he noticed most couples heading back to the starting area after touching the tree. Some of them would take turns maybe. Not him.


  “Come, Elena,” he said, and clutched her elbow, guiding her away from the employees. More trees canopied the area, and sunrays of light filtered through the bushes. He noticed a creek to the right, and a few pigeons bathing in it. Squirrels dashed out of their way.


  The walk lasted a few minutes longer than he intended, but he needed to make sure no one would find them. She didn’t say a word, but his gaze trailed down her polo shirt, to her hardened nipples straining against the fabric. When he found a more secluded area, he pushed her to the left and went with her. The amount of green, taller bushes and rocks around them should give them enough privacy.


  “I don’t hear anyone. Where are we?” she broke her silence.


  “I’m selfish. I detoured you because I wanted to kiss you,” he said, and waited for a signal from her. If she pushed against his chest or jerked away, there wasn’t anything he could do.


  Instead, she licked her lips and lifted her head as if searching for his.


  Encouraged, he dipped his head and captured her lips with his, snatching her into his arms. A gasp flew from her mouth, but she linked her arms around him, her fingers stroking his skin. His cock grew harder, and his blood was like liquid fire. What the hell was happening? He was Devon Wilder, the man the media pegged as Colorado’s Bad Boy Bachelor. The guy who agreed to an open relationship with Regina because he just knew that was the best way not to get hurt. If he didn’t expect much from someone, how could he be vulnerable?


  He slid his hand across her back, going lower...lower...lower, until he cupped her round, fleshy buttocks. Thrusting his hips into her, he intensified the kiss, his tongue teasing her, his teeth grazing hers. She removed the blindfold, eyes till closed.


  Elena squirmed against him, the sweet curves of her delectable body against the hard ridges of his. He lifted his hand under her shirt, his finger outlining the lace of her bra. Cupping her breast, he heard her moan against his lips. The sound was low, growly, and amazing. Damn it, he wanted to hear her moan, whimper, scream his name. Groaning, he dipped his finger into her bra, and fumbled until he found her tight nipple. The tip of his tongue seared with need to lick it.


  He caught her nipple between his index and thumb, and she leaned into him. The woman was freaking sexy. Were they about to fuck in the woods, feet away from the annual retreat in broad daylight? No. They couldn’t, as much as he wanted to.


  Disengaging from her, he gathered the type of self-control that made all his kickboxing sessions a walk in the park. She let go of him, eyes widened, fingers touching her swollen lips as if to make sure that had really happened. “We can’t do this here,” he said, managing to sound casual.


  She stepped back, hands curled into fists. “Of course not, Devon.”


  A strange warmth spread through him at her calling him by his first name. “Come over to my place tonight,” he heard himself saying. Public places could be trouble, because despite what just happened, no one could see them together.


  She lifted her brow. “I’m not ready to take things one step further.”


  “You mean sex?”


  “Yes. I don’t know if I can go all the way yet. You need to slow down.”


  I need to slow down? “Why?” he asked. Having sex was like driving a Formula 1 racecar. Slowing down after things got started could be a fatal move. Besides, who was she kidding? Did she really want the whole dating shenanigans when he damn well knew she was up to no good? “What’s your angle, Elena?”


  She took a step back. “W-what?”


  “Are you sleeping with my brother?” he asked. “Do you have any personal interest in playing us both? What could you gain from it?” Regina had gained a tell-all interview from their affair. Money. Fame. What was Elena after?


  She slapped his face. A quick, sharp hit. “I’m not sleeping with your brother, and after that question, sleeping with you is off the table. Which, turns out, suits me just fine. Excuse me.”


  ***


  “Did you hear the rumors? Your sexy boss is having an affair with someone from the office,” Holly squeaked.


  “What?” Elena whispered, and glanced down at her espresso.


  Thankfully, besides Janie, who feasted on a warm bagel, no one else was around. Monday mornings were usually busy, and she had found solace in the break room. Maybe by the time she went back to her desk, her boss would have arrived and the day would go on as planned.


  She’d tell Matthew she couldn’t spy on Devon anymore. There had to be another way to find out who was stealing from the company that didn’t involve her lying. After all, Devon had kissed her—and accused her of sleeping with his brother. Maybe he’d seen her talking to him. Either way, she was way over her head.


  “Jennifer heard him with a woman,” Holly said, mentioning the legally blind lady from the cleaning staff. “She said she couldn’t see who it was, but she definitely heard some moaning and his name being called.”


  “How do you know she’s from the office? She can be just a girlfriend or someone he met at the park. I wouldn’t put anything past him, really. The man is a whorebag.” Elena managed to sound casual, and chugged down almost her entire espresso, the caffeine entering her system.


  Holly shook her head. “I just know it. I do. He didn’t have time to call anyone from there, and why would he? It was an employee only event. Why would he go against the rules if he should be playing nice after the scandal?”


  “Dating a subordinate is against the rules, isn’t it?” Janie chimed in, and Elena dared to look at her friend in the eye. On Saturday, she had sent her a text to say she’d been sick and left the event, unable to go along with the games or seeing Devon anymore. On Sunday, she cowardly ignored Janie’s phone calls.


  Her stomach clenched. There was no running now. Shit.


  “Exactly,” Elena said, hoping her eyes would convey her turmoil, and the hidden message they carried. Don’t tell this to anyone. “I can’t imagine the kind of naïve fool who’d fall prey to him.”


  Holly rolled her eyes. “You kidding me? I’m pissed someone else got there first. Shit. That man. That ass,” she said with flare, and started to fan herself.


  Janie cocked an eyebrow and flashed Elena a knowing smile. “Do you have any idea, Elena?”


  Elena put her cup inside the dishwasher and slammed it shut. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. “None.”


  Janie lifted her paper napkin to her mouth. “Well, if anyone can find out, it’s you. After all, you work for him, right?”


  Holly shook her head, hands perched in her waist. “I, for one, am dying to know who this lucky bitch is.”


  “Me too.” Elena tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She should have put her hair up today, but she had rushed out of her house after getting way too little sleep thinking about a certain someone. “If I figure things out, I will let you know,” Elena said, hoping her half-lie would be her ticket out of conversation hell. Hey, at least it would grant her some time at limbo mode, right?


  If she told Holly and Janie about everything, she would get them mixed up into corporate espionage of sorts. It was her duty to protect the two women who had been sweet to her for the past months. Elena could move on from that job, and she would. But Holly had credit card debts and Janie had a loving family she helped support. They needed their jobs.


  “Good. Hey, I’m going to the restroom to fix my makeup. Be right back.”


  When the clear door shut behind Holly, a shiver went through Elena’s spine.


  “What’s going on, Elena?” Janie asked, concern clouding her pretty brown eyes. “I know you were the one who kissed him.”


  Elena drew in a sharp breath. “H-how can you be sure?”


  Janie shrugged. “Because you were playing with him then disappeared. And you blushed like a sinner just a while ago. If Holly weren’t too wrapped up in her own stuff, she would have noticed it too.”


  “Janie, there’s a lot I can’t say. I’m sorry. I lost control, we kissed. It was wrong,” she said, glancing down at the floor. She rubbed the back of her neck. Why did she have to say it was wrong when it had felt right? Even if it wasn’t.


  Janie stood and tossed the napkin in the trash. “It was dumb, that’s what it was.”


  Elena twisted her hands together. “I know. Well, it’s over. We never slept together anyway. Just so you know,” she said, and wished she could hide the trace of disappointment in her tone. Was it that obvious?


  “Good for you.”


  “Can you please keep this secret? I know I’m asking too much,” she said, then bit her lip hard. If word got out that Devon kissed an employee, he would be out of the CEO game even if he hadn’t stolen from the company. And, despite his unethical move, she couldn’t let that happen. Matthew would get the CEO title if he was deserving. Which of course, he seemed like he was. But kicking Devon out of the race for no good reason was wrong. He’d broken the rules, but so had she. Would she do it again, though? Would she be that two-faced, to try and snoop in his personal files to get the dirt on his nightclub business?


  Janie waved it off. “Your secret is safe with me.”


  She gave out a long sigh. “Thank you.”


  Leaning against the counter, Janie lifted her chin and grinned. “As long as you let me borrow that pretty skirt from the other day. Roy and I have an anniversary coming up, you know.”


  Elena bit back a smile. “It’s all yours.” She grabbed a small bottle of water and headed to the door. “I’d better get going.”


  “My eyes are on you, kid. You’re a smart woman, Elena. Keep it that way,” Janie said, delivering the sentences with a mother-like concern, even though she was only maybe 10 years older than her.


  Elena nodded. While she walked through the hallways, her breath caught in her throat. A glance at the desk told her that her boss wasn’t at the office yet. Was he trying to avoid her as much as she was him? Her cell phone buzzed, and she pulled it from her pocket to read a message from Matthew.


  Meet me on the roof. Now.


  Why on Earth would he suggest that? They had only talked on the roof once before, and she imagined that was an emergency-only-go-to-place. Well, whatever it was, she marched back and called for the elevator. If Devon arrived, she’d tell him the truth. I was meeting with your brother who thinks you are stealing from the company. Sort it out yourselves.


  When she reached the rooftop, she walked over to Matthew.


  He was pacing the cemented ground in small circles, hands in his pockets. His shirt had its sleeves rolled up, and there were wrinkles on his pants. Hhhmmm…very strange. “Elena. I have to talk to you.”


  “Good, because I have to talk to you too,” she said, before she lost her courage. Growing up with four older brothers should have taught her to stand her ground, not fear commanding men. Or had that been a memento from her marriage? “I’m way over my head. I’ve wanted to help you, but this is getting way out of hand, Matthew. I don’t want to go on his personal files. It’s illegal and wrong.” Especially after I kissed him. Twice. And liked it.


  He came to a halt and stared at her, his green eyes darkening. “My wife has left me.”


  “What? Why?” she blurted out. “I’m so sorry,” she said in a low voice. She made herself a mental note to call Sandra to check in on her.


  Running his fingers into his short curly hair, he sighed. “I guess I had it coming. We weren’t getting along for a long time. I thought she could change. Damn it, I thought I could change too.”


  She folded her arms, then confused, uncrossed them. What could she do? “People don’t change,” she said, her drawl a tad more bitter than intended.


  He drew in a breath, and nodded. The contours of his face hardened, and she wondered if he was talking about her ex-husband or herself. “I know.” His moss green eyes watered, and she closed the distance behind them and hugged him. His hug had always been like a warm bowl of homemade mac and cheese. Comforting, and extremely safe. Much different than the irrational thoughts his half-brother instilled in her, like her body was a freaking war zone and she’d lose either way.


  When she disengaged from him, he rubbed his eyes. A part of her softened. A grown man was trying his best not to cry. Not to lose it. Oh noes. Was this the best time to ask for resignation? “You will be okay, Matthew. Not right now, obviously. But you will be alright in the long run.”


  “I hope so.”


  “If you ever need to talk, I’m here for you. You know that, right?” she asked, just in case. “Thanks to you, I didn’t have to do it alone. You shouldn’t either,” she added, as flashes of her break-up hell zapped through her memory. Matthew’s firm hands squeezing her shoulders. Tears that flowed freely from her eyes, like a river streaming down a pitiless fall. Pain. So much pain.


  “Thanks. I have so much crap to do. I’m not ready to tell anyone about this yet. Especially not with the possibility of the CEO position. I don’t need any instability.”


  She lifted two fingers to her mouth. “My lips are sealed.”


  “Good.” He shuffled his weight from foot to foot. “And, hey, I know this isn’t the best moment, but about Devon.”


  Devon. “I’ve been thinking. I don’t want to let you down, but when you asked me to help you out, I figured I’d keep track of his tardiness or possible bad work ethics. Little things you could use to your advantage. I didn’t imagine it’d be so hardcore. I realized that when I almost got caught on Friday.” She rubbed her temples and looked away from him. Letting him down hurt too. Bile rose in the back of her throat. The only person she had trusted. The friend who had been there for her. “I understand what’s at stake, but I could be charged with corporate espionage too. And who knows what else.” And I can’t control myself around him. Sometimes, I don’t even know if I want to.


  Matthew scratched his chin, eyes narrowing at her like he was coming up with something. “Chill. I have a new favor to ask.”


  She drew back. “Oh?” So she was indebted to him. So her Catholic guilt prevented her from just walking away from it all. But, another assignment? What the hell. Was this some slapstick version of a James Bond movie?


  “I may be hiring a hacker to do that. The computer stuff. I didn’t want to, but over the weekend I met this guy I feel I can trust. He may also give me quicker results.”


  She sighed. “Good. Good.”


  Matthew smoothed his hand over his shirt, then started to fix his tie. “There is a new possibility. Devon kissed someone. There is a rumor he’s banging someone from the company.”


  Her eyebrows shot to her hairline. “He…is?” she said, and touched her neck in a silly attempt to prevent the flush from spreading across her cheeks. Could she tell him she’d been the one? Should she tell him? She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.


  “Yes. Stupid idiot. So I want you to find out who she is. If there is proof he’s having an affair with a coworker, I can take this to my mother and the board, and he can be fired. Dating subordinates is completely against the company’s policies. There is no way he can be the next CEO. And, if it is true, that means he’s taking advantage of someone under him. That’s unethical.”


  And spying on him isn’t? “Right. But how do you know it’s not just a rumor? People make up stuff all the time. Hell, there’s a whole industry that feeds on that.”


  “I don’t. Which is why I need your help.”


  She threw her hands in the air, distraught. “This makes me uncomfortable. We don’t know anything, and for all I care she could have seduced him. Maybe the poor fool wanted him. Who knows? Is it worth it to expose both of them, like this?”


  “Elena, whose side are you on? The man is in the wrong. And I couldn’t give a shit about what she wanted. She could have stripped in front of him for all I care. What’s right is right, and what’s wrong is wrong. I just need some evidence. A picture, a text, anything that I can use to show my mother and the board that he is unworthy of a title. That he is an unredeemable playboy. You said yourself, right? People don’t change,” he added in a huskier voice, cocking his head to one side.


  Whoa. What the heck was happening? “But that’s more spying for me. What if this woman is someone I know for instance? What if I find out she’s this lovely hard-working person who made a mistake? She could lose her job too. And what if she needs the money?” she asked, and for the life of her didn’t know why she sounded so freaking irritated.


  He jammed his hands into his pockets. “I don’t care.”


  Her jaw dropped, just for a moment. Where was her compassionate friend? The one who had helped her coming to terms with her abusive relationship? I was the one who kissed Devon. The answer was on the tip of her tongue. Biting the inside of her cheek, she drew back. Telling him would only screw Devon. Wasn’t that why she wanted to just get out, and not to screw anyone? No pun intended. “Well that’s pretty shitty of you. People matter. Are you so blinded by this CEO title? I wanted to repay you for being a good friend, but—”


  He ran his hand down his face. “Hey. I’m sorry. Whoever this is will have to take one for the team. She shouldn’t be doing that either. And if you don’t discover who that is, I will.”


  She locked her spine into place, and avoided staring at him. Shit. Maybe the friend she thought she knew had turned into this greedy bastard who was no doubt into an over-the-top competitive relationship with his brother. She should tell him the truth then walk away.


  She thrust her hand in her hair. If she told Matthew she’d been the one with Devon, she’d lose her job. From the beginning, she’d known her position was temporary as her qualifications far exceeded what the job demanded. She’d done it for Matthew. But, was she ready to never see Devon again?


  Are you done with Devon? “Fine. I’ll help you. But what if you find out who’s stealing first?” she asked, barely catching up with the jumbled ideas in her head. What if she tried to buy time and help find out who really did it?


  “As soon as I do, I couldn’t care less about his sex life. I know that if I find out, I will expose him.”


  She shrugged. “If he was the one who stole.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her, his mouth flatted into a thin line. “All of a sudden you care?”


  “I don’t. To be honest, I was about to resign from my position as I came here to meet you.”


  “Don’t you do that. My wife just left me. You are the only person who has my back and I need you in this company until I figure things out.”


  Interesting. What if Devon hadn’t done it? Until now, there was no evidence against him, only Matthew’s paranoia. However… If she discovered who was really behind the stealing, maybe she’d get Devon off the hook. After all, he didn’t deserve to go down because of something he didn’t do. This way, she could use that as leverage and have Matthew get off his brother’s back. Buying time was essential. “Fine. I’ll stay.”


  


  Chapter Five
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  Devon walked into his office, and tossed his briefcase on the oversized chair across from his table. He called the security office. “Hey. Devon here.”


  “Yes, sir, how can we help?”


  Sitting on his chair, he inhaled. The less information he gave, the better. “Hi, Phil, I need a list of the phone numbers dialed from my assistant’s desk the past two months,” he said casually, and reached for a football he kept in his second drawer. Taking it out, he tapped his fingers on it.


  “Is there anything you’re looking for, sir? This kind of information usually takes time.”


  Bouncing the ball from hand to hand, he frowned. “Time? I can glance at my iPhone now and find out everyone I called. Why can’t you use your fancy computer and do me a solid?”


  “Because whenever we’re watching employees, even with orders from their bosses, we need the CEO’s approval. That’s a new rule.”


  Of course it was. Imani wanted to be in full control, understandably so. He entertained the idea of telling her about his suspicions involving Elena and Matthew. Too soon. “This isn’t surveillance. I think she’s been making way too many personal calls and need evidence. Nothing too complicated, unless you make it so,” Devon said, clenching his fingers on the ball.


  “Okay, sir. I’ll email you a list as soon as I have access—”


  “Right now.”


  “Right now.”


  “Good. Thanks, Phil,” he said, his voice a tad smoother.


  “Anytime.”


  If he could prove she contacted Matthew a lot, that was a start. Why would she contact his half-brother, when her job didn’t demand such things? After all, she had dialed his cell phone number from hers. Maybe she’d slipped out at work and done the same.


  The image of his half-brother’s hands on her brought a hardcore acid to his stomach. Ridiculous, he knew. After all, if anything he was the one who shouldn’t be touching her. If Matthew were having an affair with her, he’d be toast and not be the CEO. Devon curled his fingers into a fist.


  He lifted his head to the see-through wall, and there she was, walking to his office, wearing a dove grey skirt and a silk pale pink blouse. His heart drummed, and a senseless stir swept through his body. No. Get a grip, man. The girl had texted his brother. He had seen them talk at the park with a familiarity that didn’t fool him for a second. Why did all rationalization fly out the window the second his gaze collided with hers?


  “Devon,” she said, worrying her bottom red lip.


  Standing up, he stretched to his full height. This time, she wasn’t going to run away from him. She had at the restaurant, and also at the park. Even if he had to drag her to his private bathroom, where thank goodness, walls kept him from view, they would have this conversation. If she thought slapping him in the face the other day put an end to their chat, she had another thing coming. “Elena. How do you know my brother and why did you call him from your cell phone?”


  Her long sigh filled the room. She put her hands on her waist, her fingers drumming over her skirt. He peered behind her, to make sure the other assistants were working and no one paid attention to them. A shiver of relief went through him. Good.


  “And don’t feed me any lies. If you don’t tell me the truth now, I’ll go to Imani and the board and tell them you two are having an affair.”


  She stepped forward, hands perched at her waist. “We are not.”


  “That’s hard to believe. Why else would you call him on his cell phone? Or talk to him intimately at the park?” he asked the questions that had been eating at him since Sunday. All his life, when it came to women, he didn’t consider himself particularly possessive. Superficial relationships suited him fine, for he didn’t have to worry about their end. Then why did it bother him beyond belief that Matthew was the one bedding Elena—and not him?


  “Intimately? We exchanged a few words in broad daylight. Wasn’t that the purpose of the employee retreat? So everyone would mingle?” she said, irony dripping from her voice.


  “Like you mingled with me?”


  She shook her head. “I can take our mingling to the board too.”


  His stomach clenched. A wave of disappointment swept through him, and he could punch himself for even allowing such a sentiment. She had been snooping on him, for fuck’s sake. Why would he expect her to act any differently? “It took long enough. You’re threatening me?”


  She ran her hands through her hair, and he noticed the pulse on her neck. “No. I mean, yes. Listen—”


  “If you do that I can tell them you are a corporate spy.”


  She lifted her chin, but he didn’t miss the glint of fear in her eyes. “You don’t have any proof.”


  “Nope, but I can plant that seed. Once they look into the kind of connection you have with my half-brother, we’re all going down, and I don’t mean just professionally. Corporate espionage is a crime.”


  Silence. She rubbed her temples, and closed her eyes for a moment. Marveling at the chance, he watched her gorgeous face, so sexy, even when it was vulnerable. Uncertain. His libido stirred, and he cleared his throat.


  She opened her eyes and asked in a small voice, “What do you want from me?”


  Your legs wrapped around my neck. He leaned on the edge of his desk. No. That wasn’t what he needed from her. “For now, the truth. Did you steal one million dollars from the company?”


  She looked him straight in the eye. “No.”


  “Did Matthew, to the best of your knowledge?”


  “No.”


  He stood, and straightened his shoulders. A quick glance behind her assured everyone still minded their own business. “Why were you snooping on my computer last Friday?”


  She sighed. “Because we thought you might have done it. I’m sorry. I suck as a spy. Clearly.”


  “We?” he asked, then cocked his head to one side.


  Folding her arms across her chest, she worried her bottom lip. Was she nervous because she was telling him the truth or because she was feeding him more lies? “Matthew and I are good friends. I can’t go deep into it, but that’s how I started working here. We never slept together and never will.”


  He popped his knuckles. “Why did he get you a job here?”


  “Because he wanted a witness handy in case you slipped up. Someone on the inside.”


  Jesus. There was no limit to Matthew’s paranoia. “And why would you agree to such a thing?”


  “He helped me in the past. I’m not going to tell you more because that delves into my private life. Trust me though, he’s not a monster,” she said in a drawl sweeter than candy.


  “Okay.”


  “Now I have no option but to tell him you know that.”


  He waved his hand in disagreement. “No. Don’t.”


  She frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Because we can buy time, and find out who’s really stealing from the company.” And leave the pissing contest out of the way. Matthew would never accept his offer to help him find more about the ongoing theft. Instead of wasting precious time with failed family dynamics, he would act out. And fast.


  “So you can look good instead of him?”


  “So we can find out who’s behind all this. Listen, let’s face it, his mother is the CEO. Who do you think she will choose? Her flesh and blood. I know eventually Matthew won’t handle the pressure and I will take over. But for now, the main goal is to unveil the thief. That’s the responsible thing to do.”


  She twisted her hands together. “This is getting complicated. I’m Catholic, you know? I don’t think they created a rosary long enough for the kind of lies I’ve been telling.”


  He bit back a smile, and was about to respond, when a knock on the glass made him turn his head.


  Janie, Toby’s assistant, stood in front of the glass door, holding a few files. He gestured for her to come in.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Toby asked me to personally deliver these files,” she said, laying them on his desk.


  “Great. Thanks,” he said.


  Janie nodded at him, then threw a glance at Elena. This was probably one of those non-verbal female cues.


  “Do you think she heard anything?” he asked, after the assistant left.


  “No.”


  “We can’t take that risk. I still need to finish this conversation. Come to my place, tonight.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Your place?”


  “I’d rather not go to a public place with you. Rest assured I’m not jumping your bones. I’ll text you my address. Be there at seven.” Now he had to tell himself not to jump her bones.


  ***


  “Come again? You’re gonna see him in half an hour?” Janie said.


  Elena rubbed her hands together. Damn it, even her palms were clammy. In the middle of her friend’s living room, she paced and almost made a hole in the beige carpet. The myriad of family pictures and displays of awards of her daughter’s soccer skills crowded the place, and a pang of jealousy swept over Elena.


  “I came to give you the skirt.” She forced a smile. “You asked me what I was doing—”


  Janie sipped her tea and pointed at the skirt, nicely laid over the plaid couch. “Thanks. You could have waited until tomorrow.”


  She brought her hands together in a soundless clap. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m nervous.”


  “Why? Honey, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. For goodness’ sake you don’t even need to go to his place.”


  I want to. Ever since he had told her to go over, the idea was like the shot of tequila into the margarita mix. She couldn’t resist him. Sure, she could, but…a strange sensation had taken over her body. Anticipation. Ripples of delayed pleasure. Shit. “We need to talk about some work stuff I can’t mention now. And he told me he wasn’t going to touch me or anything.”


  “Are you sure? Because this red dress might give him some mixed messages.”


  Heat spread across her cheeks. Was Janie right about her knee-length dress? There wasn’t a low V-cut, or a high-slit, or anything like that, but it outlined her body, and the rich texture was like an intimate caress over her flesh.


  “Doesn’t my coat count?” She pointed at her black coat, tossed over the sofa.


  Janie rolled her eyes. “Of course. Because Devon Wilder most likely can’t afford a heater and you will need to keep your coat on.”


  Elena plopped down on the couch, shoulders sagging against the throw pillows. If even someone who didn’t know the whole story like Janie had read her like a fast food menu, what would Devon think? And why the hell did that matter so much? “Is it so obvious that I’m an idiot who doesn’t know what to do?”


  “What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know. A part of me wants to give in and sleep with him, but then I know I just can’t. It’s complicated, but it’s been a while. Even if all those policies and stuff weren’t in place… I don’t know how to get started. Yet I can’t stop thinking about it.” Wanting it.


  “How long?”


  “Three years.”


  Janie leaned forward. “There’s a good reason for that, isn’t there? Someone with your looks and personality doesn’t just stop dating for that long.”


  “I don’t like to talk about it. Listen, I’ve done therapy. I guess in theory I’m good to go, but when it comes to the practical side…”


  “And why do you think an affair with Devon would be beneficial? He’s not into monogamy, and you have the white picket fence dream written all over your forehead with a neon Sharpie.”


  She touched her forehead, then shook her head. What was it with the white picket fence? She would much prefer black wrought iron. “That’s exactly why. I married someone I thought I loved. My whole life I’ve always followed the rules. I’d like to get another chance at love some day, but without the ghost of my dead sexuality lurking. Without the sexual issue stigma. Does that make sense?”


  Janie shot her a knowing glance, and for a moment she wondered if her friend knew exactly what she was talking about. The sound of footfalls on the carpet yanked them from female-bonding land. A lovely little girl, probably seven or eight, held on to her stuffed bunny.


  “I came to give you a goodnight kiss, Mommy,” she said, and her eyes, brown like her mother’s, focused on Elena.


  Elena waved. “Hi. You are prettier in person than on the pictures on your mommy’s desk.”


  Demi smiled. “Thanks,” she said, and gave her mother a tight hug.


  Janie whispered something in Greek to her, and after kissing her forehead, said, “Off you go. Make sure Daddy helps you pick clothes for tomorrow.”


  “Done. Goodnight,” she said, and waved at Elena.


  A sigh she didn’t realize she held flew from her lips when the little girl was out of sight. Damn it. She wanted all that too, one day. How would she be able to focus on getting the right guy and marrying him, if the sex part still felt like a rock in her shoe? “She’s adorable. You’re lucky.”


  Leaning in, Janie took her hand in hers and gave it a light squeeze. “Thanks. You should get going to your meeting.”


  “Really? You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”


  She shook her head. “Nope.”


  She rubbed her temples. “Damn it, Janie. I was counting on you being the voice of reason. I’m disappointed.”


  Janie nodded. “Me too, girl. Me too.”


  ***


  The second her high heels clunked on the wooden floors, a shiver went through her. The friendly doorman had assured her Devon was waiting for her, although she doubted he’d be ready for the kind of news she had to give.


  I wanna sleep with you. She snorted. Well, she couldn’t be accused of subtlety. Had to refine the seduction part.


  She cleared her throat and drew in a breath before knocking on his imposing front door, filled with deep carvings swirling in an abstract pattern. Twice.


  He opened the door, and with a polite smile, gesture for her to enter. “Hi.”


  She followed his lead, trying hard not to stare at his mouth-watering ass. He had on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved white shirt, buttoned up to his neck.


  A ginormous living room spread in front of her, stretching all the way into the modern kitchen. A large marble fireplace was the focus of the room, decorated in warm beiges. Floor to ceiling glass wall showcased Denver’s skyline, and she stared at it for a moment. Wow.


  “This is nice,” she said, even though freaking amazing would be more fitting.


  “Thanks. Do you want to drink some water, coffee, juice?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “No.”


  “Sit down.” He pointed at one of the massive sofas, and sat on the one across from her. The buttery beige leather was almost slippery, and it had a new furniture smell. “You said you aren’t the one stealing. How do you explain your expensive car?”


  “I come from money.” She glanced down at the dark wood flooring, and wished she had a stiff drink in her hands. Even though she wasn’t much of a drinker. Her parents had been blue-collar hardworking Italian immigrants. Thanks to her brothers and their well-deserved financial success, she had been able to go to nice schools and enjoy a privileged lifestyle.


  “Fair enough,” he said, unfazed by her revelation. “My main concern is, I want you to keep your mouth shut. Don’t tell Matthew I know he thinks I stole. Can you do that?”


  Oh no. Not another favor. Assignment. Goal. Whatever it was called. She rubbed her temple, and started to think out loud. “Despite Matthew having a big head at the moment, he helped me in the past and we’re still friends. I can’t betray him.”


  Devon leaned forward, and for a second her breath caught in her throat. Even sitting, his muscles stretched under his shirt, and her fingers tingled to run along his chest. What the hell was happening to her? She curled her fingers into a fist, wishing she could just will away that sensation. That desire. That need.


  “How is that betraying him?” he asked.


  “Because he knows you kissed someone. Someone saw us, but she couldn’t see me. And he told me to discover who that woman was.”


  Devon stood, and let out a long sigh. The atmosphere around them shifted, tension crackling in the air. She lifted her hand to her throat, her fingers drumming over her flesh. “So he can use it against me.”


  She nodded. What good was it denying it?


  He peered at her, his gorgeous dark eyes flickering. “Why didn’t you tell him that it was you? You obviously don’t need the job.”


  “For two reasons. First, I didn’t think it was fair to have you kicked from the CEO race because I asked you to kiss me. But if I said that to Matthew, he would have used it against you.”


  “And second?”


  She swallowed. Her second reason was a lot less altruistic. “Because I need…you.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “It’s a long story, but I haven’t had sex in three years. My vajayjay barely had a pulse, and then you came along, and sometimes I get so wet I’m afraid my underwear will slip off. Look, I’m not asking for a happily ever after. I just need a hands-on approach so I can overcome this…whole thing and move on.”


  He scratched his chin. “I heard some pretty strange things from women but this one takes the cake. You want me to teach you how to fuck?”


  “I wanna have sex again. All the way. But I can’t promise it will happen on the first try. If you are willing to help me, I won’t tell Matthew you know that he suspects you. And I will help you find the thief, as long as you know I won’t lie about it. Are you in or are you out?”


  


  Chapter Six
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  “No. I won’t do that,” he managed to say quietly.


  “But you’re Devon ‘The Devil’ Wilder. Rumor has it you sleep with everyone under the sun. Am I not attractive to you?” A wrinkle deepened between her eyebrows.


  For a second, he wished he could just pull her into his arms. He’d give one of his kidneys to tear up that cherry-red dress and fling it to the other side of the room. Screw her against the wall, hard and fast. Deep.


  A surge went through him, and he cursed his throbbing erection. Earlier that day, the surveillance guy had told him there was one number she dialed often, and he had tried it. And, to his surprise and frustration, it had been the office of a shrink specializing in women victims of abuse. How right was it to bring her into his messy life? Whether she lied or not; whether she slept with his brother or not, that woman was broken and he wasn’t the one to fix her. Didn’t know how.


  “That’s not the problem. Have you been sexually abused or assaulted?”


  She surged to her feet. “Is there a freaking sign on my forehead?”


  “What?”


  “How do you know?”


  He walked to his kitchen, and opened the cupboard to get two square glasses. His intention had been for this meeting to be alcohol free. Damn it, he needed every working lucid brain cell he could count on. The idea of a tortured, abused Elena burned a hole in his gut. And right now, alcohol was his only release. “I checked on the numbers you dialed frequently and found Dr. Hodge.”


  “Why did you check my phone records?” she asked, and a second later, she cocked her head to the side, as if figuring out the answer herself. “You didn’t trust me.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  “Is that why you won’t help me with my, er, problem now?” She cleared her throat. “Because you still don’t trust me? Or is it because I’m damaged goods?”


  No. I’m damaged goods. “I’m just not the right type to help you get your mojo back on.”


  “You said it yourself though. Attraction just happens.”


  He grabbed the bottle of bourbon and filled the tumblers generously. “It does. But knowing what you probably went through, I can’t set out to have sex with you and leave you. Wouldn’t be right, even for me.”


  Tears threatened to spill out of her eyes. “That’s bullshit.”


  “Try this.” She needed a boost to cope with the rejection, and so did he.


  Her hand trembled slightly as she received the glass from him, and his heart squeezed like a three-hundred pound bench press sat on it. For the first time in his life, not sleeping with someone he wanted badly was the right thing to do. And the more they deviated from that subject, the better. “How much do you know?”


  “Just about her expertise. I Googled her. Did you know your attacker?”


  She took a swig at the drink, then slammed the glass on the coffee table. “Yes. Too well. He was my ex-husband.”


  His shoulders sagged a notch, as if he had been tossed on the couch. Quietly, he digested her words, and his body kept up with his brain. He stiffened, and curled his fists so hard, his nails bit into his palms. Her ex-husband? “What?”


  The tears ran freely down her reddened cheeks, but she didn’t sob. “I was married for three years. He was the second guy I ever slept with. When we got married, I wasn’t super experienced. He liked to have sex a lot, and I assumed that was normal.”


  Devon took a gulp of his own drink, the flavor scorching his throat. “Enjoying sex is normal.” Judging from the frown on her beautiful face, whatever her husband was into, wasn’t. And he just wished he could punch the dirty bastard.


  “That’s what he kept telling me. First, it was a couple times a day. Then, he wanted more times a day. After a while, it didn’t matter if I said no.”


  He could feel the hot throb in his temples. He looked down at his drink, but this stomach was so damn unsettled he didn’t drink it. “You said no?”


  “A few times I tried. Then I figured I’d just better keep quiet. Sounds stupid, but in the beginning I wasn’t sure what was going on. If it was normal or just a phase. I prayed it was temporary. My parents had been married for over forty years… I stuck by to see if we could make it. I come from a traditional Italian family. I was taught as a child that divorce was the easy way out. God. And you wonder why I needed therapy?” she said, and although she tried to inject some humor at the end, he didn’t miss the nervousness dripping from her voice.


  “Did you talk to someone?”


  She took a swig at the bourbon, and he could tell she wasn’t used to drinking much because she coughed hard. A bit of alcohol dribbled at the corner of her mouth, and she wiped it with her finger. “I didn’t have any friends at the time. I met someone, Kika, who also helped me see that Timothy’s behavior was abnormal. But the other female friends I confided in said I should be lucky he wanted to have so much sex.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said in a low whisper, as if it had been his fault.


  “You don’t understand. He was a sex addict. Whenever he wanted, I had to do it. There was no mood, no romance, nothing. I was just a body for him. He watched porn whenever he wasn’t screwing me. Whenever I said I was sore or hurting, he would tell me to ice it.”


  “Why didn’t you leave?”


  She gulped down the remaining bourbon, and sat the glass on the coffee table. Then, she sat back down with a sigh, and he imagined the alcohol buzz was getting to her. “I loved him at first. That’s why I married him. Why I stayed? I didn’t want to give up that fantasy…that we were happy. I kept hoping one day he would get better and we would be like we were when we dated. Stupid, I know. I guess I left him too late. One day, I had internal bleeding and…”


  A rush of anger bolted through him. “Tell me where he is. I will kill him,” he said, rubbing his temples, which were about to fucking pop.


  “What? No. That is why I didn’t say anything to my family. My brothers are over protective and I didn’t want any of them to end up in jail.”


  “So that criminal is free?”


  “Somewhat.” She gave him a sad smile. “Trust me, someone with those issues can never be completely free.”


  What kind of silver lining bullshit was that? “That’s poignant, but not fair.”


  She shifted on the couch, fingers drumming on her lap. “I learned to deal with it and move on. That’s why I left New York. It helped me with the healing process.”


  “Your family still doesn’t know?”


  “No. At first, I felt like a failure for asking for a divorce. I got over that, but I can’t go back to where I was emotionally three years ago. I wanna move forward.”


  He swigged another good dose of liquor, but the aftertaste was more like a boost of adrenaline than calming as the bourbon burned his throat. Too intense. “What makes you think you’re ready for sex?”


  Standing, she gazed at him, her coffee-colored eyes wide with hope. “Because ever since I started working for you…I don’t think. That’s the thing. I want to do it. I’ve done enough analyzing in therapy. Now I just feel this…thing,” she said, fanning herself, “that’s truly so new to me it makes me believe I can start over again.” Her voice was filled with such raw emotion, that he fell back as if it was strong enough to punch him.


  He clasped the tumbler. Why mislead her? She deserved everything, and damn it, just months ago he was in an open relationship. They were polar opposites. “I’m flattered, Elena. You are a gorgeous woman. But I’m just not the guy to guide you in that journey.”


  She straightened her shoulders, and stared at him for a second that stretched beyond comfortable. For the first time in his life, he had a hard time holding a stare. Particularly when her eyes gleamed, not with happiness or joy. Did he just hurt her by trying not to hurt her? Shit.


  Out of the blue, she blinked, and fetched her bag from the sofa. “Okay. I guess I’d better get going,” she said in a rush of words.


  “Are you—”


  She strode past him, her heels clunking on the floor. “Don’t worry, Devon. I’m keeping my end of the bargain.”


  He turned to her. “I was gonna ask you if you are okay to drive.”


  “Yes. I’m fine. Bye.” She got to the entrance, and for a while it seemed the only sound besides his racing heart was the clicking of her heels. When he could no longer hear them, he threw his glass against the wall. He had just rejected her, for all the right reasons.


  Getting her out of his head…was a different story.


  ***


  “You okay?” Holly asked. “You’ve barely said a word.”


  Elena managed to smile. Thank goodness she had put on a generous amount of concealer under her puffy eyes that morning. “I’m fine. Just preoccupied with some work stuff,” she said, then bit into the blueberry muffin. If carbs couldn’t help her forget how he rejected her the night before, all was lost.


  Holly took a bite of the breakfast granola bar. “Did you hear anything else about the woman who kissed your boss?”


  “What? No.” She edged closer to her friend, heart pounding. “Why? Have you?”


  “No. Although I ran into Jennifer in the lobby café and had an idea. What if we had whomever we suspect talk to her? She can recognize their voice. And maybe up close—”


  Her heart slammed against her ribcage. She waved her off. “Holly, that’s a silly idea. Trust me, the best thing is to stay as far from Devon’s sexual life as possible.” As per his request. She took another bite of the muffin.


  Holly stuck out her tongue. “You’re no fun.”


  “That seems to be the general understanding.” She glanced at her watch. “Time to go. Talk to you later.”


  On the way back to her desk, she thanked the gods Devon had been busy most of the morning. Keeping a straight face in front of him was a task that even Cate Blanchett wouldn’t manage. Okay. Maybe Cate would.


  Still. Her pulse quickened. Devon had done the right thing last night, just when she had hoped he wouldn’t. What kind of dark twisted bitch had she become? The man wasn’t a bastard. He could have taken advantage of her, but he had said no.


  Which was why she needed to figure out who had, in fact, stolen from the company. In her heart, she just knew it couldn’t have been Devon. Why would he have surveillance get her phone records and investigate her? Because he believed she was the thief. Which, only meant, he wasn’t. Her cell phone buzzed but she ignored it. She got her iPad and typed some questions to ask him, adding that seeing the reports would be ideal.


  Toby. Her friend Janie worked for Toby. Maybe she had noticed something odd in recent weeks? Was asking okay? Nah, she couldn’t put her friend in the middle of all this. She drummed her fingers on the tablet. Enough people were involved already.


  “Still here?” Devon asked, returning to his office from an afternoon meeting.


  “I have something to ask you.” She stood and followed him into his office.


  He started gathering his things, and grabbed his tablet from his black Louis Vuitton messenger bag. He frowned at her. “I already said no.”


  “Oh. No. Nothing like last night,” she explained, waving her hands violently to help make the point. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see the reports with the fake accounts. Maybe a fresh set of eyes can find something you’ve missed.”


  He stopped what he was doing, and tapped his fingers on his desk. “Okay, but I’ll stay while you take a look. It’s confidential information.”


  “Of course.”


  What did he expect her to do? Run away with the files?


  Either way, he gestured for her to come sit at his oversize leather chair, and flicked his sleek large monitor on. Clearing her throat, she sat on his chair, and a thrill of excitement surged through her.


  She inhaled, and the woodsy notes of his cologne swirled around her. Focus. He leaned over her to type the password, and she turned her face. A bit too late for that, sure, but getting into deeper trouble just wasn’t in the cards.


  The nearness of him, though… She remained still, her palm clenching the arm of the chair. How sad that he didn’t want her…that he had said no to her pitiful attempt at seduction.


  “There you go,” he said. Was it her perception, or was his voice a notch rougher? Didn’t matter. Shaking her head, she glanced at the numbers on the screen.


  “Were you guys able to find out where the money went?”


  He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not yet.”


  “Look at the dates and time. They all happened on Tuesdays and Thursdays. At lunch time.”


  “Yeah and?”


  “This one.” She pointed at one of the small printed numbers. “This transaction happened at lunchtime on Tuesday four weeks ago. That’s when we all had cake to celebrate Toby’s birthday.”


  “It still doesn’t mean someone can’t make a click.”


  “I know that. Maybe if we ask for footage from that day, we can see if people who would have access to confidential information look suspicious.”


  “Doesn’t make sense. If someone from a different floor or outside the company did this, as it’s quite possible, they wouldn’t be at the birthday party.”


  “No. But if you attended the birthday party, that clears you 100%. Were you there?”


  He threw his head back on the chair and sighed. “I think so. A month seems like so long ago. I can call surveillance tomorrow and ask for the tape.”


  “That’s a good start. Meanwhile, I wanna take a look at these some more…”


  For the rest of the day, Elena tried hard to concentrate on work. Holly distracted her with a couple emails regarding who she thought Devon’s mystery girlfriend was. The truth burned at the tip of her fingertips, but she decided to type some advice for her colleague to drop the subject. If only Holly knew that kissing Devon wasn’t all fun and games. At least not to Elena.


  Devon waited until the end of the work day to bring her the files, which she imagined was why he finally had the time to hover rather than leaving her alone with them.


  “Are you done with your chips?” Elena asked, noticing his half empty bag and forlornly digging in hers for the last of the crumbs from the snacks Devon had pilfered from the break room.


  Devon put the bag aside and played with his pen. “Yeah.”


  “Mind if I finish it?” she asked just for the sake of asking, and before he answered she snatched it to her side and grabbed a barbeque chip from the bag. “Yum.”


  He watched her. “Really? You seem more excited about those cheap chips than the oysters last week.”


  She didn’t even try to suppress the laughter floating up her throat. “I guess I’m a cheap date. Not that this is a date, I mean.” She shifted on the chair. “Besides, I’m sure your dates are a lot more sophisticated.”


  “True. Not always so much fun.”


  She took a bite of a chip. “Not according to your ex.”


  He rocked back his chair, and a sigh escaped his lips. Was he tired of talking about that subject in general? She, of course, had never brought it up. Until now. “Touché.”


  She sipped on her Coke. “I’m sorry. If it makes you feel better, I never read her interview.” At first, it didn’t seem right to get into someone’s business like that, especially without their approval. And now? It would be plain torture to know about his shenanigans with his ex who reminded her of a young Halle Berry. Yup.


  He flashed her a smile. “Thanks. I guess.”


  Change the subject, a little voice inside her warned. This was the perfect time to talk about the cellulite he was never going to see. “Did she lie? I mean, about the open relationship part? I’ve heard that was the rumor.”


  He rubbed his eyes and yawned. “It wasn’t a lie.”


  “Why? Why would anyone agree to something like that?”


  “People who don’t understand make it out to be this big deal. I dated her for a year. She didn’t want to be with just one person for the rest of her life, neither did I. We didn’t have orgies, Elena. But if I wanted to pursue someone else, she didn’t care. And neither did I when the situation was reversed.”


  “Why keep the relationship then?”


  He shrugged. “We had things in common. Enjoyed each other’s company.”


  “Sorry. I guess the thought of sharing someone is so foreign to me. I respect your lifestyle, but I just don’t understand. When I meet someone, I’ll want him all just for myself. I want the good, the bad, and the ugly.”


  He chuckled. “I can scratch the ugly. I’ve lived it.”


  “It’s different when you love that person,” she said, and gave herself a mental slap. How patronizing could she sound? What if he had loved Regina? Then again, would he have just said they enjoyed each other’s company? That seemed so…casual.


  He dipped his head and pulled her to him, locking his lips onto hers with an eagerness that surprised her to the bone. Say what? She lifted her hands to his chest, her fingers trembling at the touch. Should she pull him closer or push him away? Her thoughts swayed back and forth like a ballroom dance.


  He intensified the kiss, and she opened her mouth wider, her body making that decision for her. The little hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and when he licked her earlobe, she gasped. Unlike the other kisses, this one came completely out of the blue, like both of them had no say in it.


  Before she realized, he was easing her onto his desk. She barely registered the sound of files, the tablet, pens, and other small objects shoved to the side, some of them falling to the floor. Breaking the kiss, he gazed at her.


  Fear was like the dimming light of a faraway lighthouse. Maybe it wasn’t as bright as sunshine or as strong as the gusty wind, but damn it, it was there. What would happen? The last time she had been forced to have intercourse, well, she ended up in the ER with internal stitches.


  But these were much different circumstances, of course. And they were happening with a much different man.


  “I’m not going to do anything you’re not comfortable with,” he said, his voice soothing like a kiss. “Do you believe me?”


  She swallowed the lump in her throat. Did she? On a sexual level… “Yes.”


  “Whenever you want me to stop, just say so.”


  “Okay.”


  He nudged her legs apart with his hand. Her thighs trembled, and she sighed. Relaxing was hard, but did she even want to? No. The searing sensation teasing her nerve endings was too good to let go. He peeled off her underwear, and she bucked toward him, helping him.


  Was he going to screw her on the top of his desk? All the employees had gone home, and there wasn’t anyone but the two of them on the twelfth floor. Maybe it was better this way—to get it over with.


  He dipped his head between her legs, and she clenched her inner muscles. Tensing up, she slanted him a look.


  “Relax, Elena,” he suggested.


  She closed her eyes, and decided to give it a try. Thankfully, she had waxed her bikini line just in case he’d agreed to her seduction request the day before.


  He kissed her inner thigh, and she moaned. His lips were soft and full, yet there was a commanding quality about them. Her skin prickled under his touch.


  The sweep of his tongue over her thigh sent a rumbling through her body. She squirmed, and he caressed the back of her knee with his hands, the kneading bringing more turmoil than relief. Oh. My. God.


  “Do you want me to stop?” he asked between her legs.


  “No,” she choked out.


  “Tell me when to stop.”


  She inhaled, then hissed out some air. “Okay.”


  Using his index finger, he outlined her swollen lips, caressing her lightly. She quivered, and it was like someone had set her stomach on fire. Who was she kidding? Her entire body was a delightful, incendiary mess. With a groan, he slipped his finger into her. Rubbing. Teasing. Circling.


  Arching toward him, she gathered her courage and gazed at him. A wicked smile curled his lips, and he looked at her with the intensity of a train in full motion. She didn’t shy away from the stare, and something inside her softened. Warmed.


  “You’re stunning,” he said.


  So are you. The soft office light cast a glow over his gorgeous and smooth ebony skin. She wished his designer suit and jacket were on the floor. To have him naked and fully appreciate his body. The possibility caused a primeval rush of adrenaline, starting at the top of her head and surging all the way down her curling toes.


  She stayed with him, focusing on him until he leaned down and his head disappeared between her legs. The moment he started to kiss her, oh, she knew it—that heaven wasn’t just a six-letter word. Her eyelids dropped, and she moved her head from side to side. Unrest brewed and grew from her very core.


  Her clit turned into a bundle of nerves, and it didn’t help her that he started flicking it with his thumb. Hhmmm… She squirmed, her legs fidgety, her body darting signs at her that she wouldn’t—couldn’t—last long.


  Suddenly, he intensified the rhythm, and his tongue thrust into her, swirling into her wetness. Moans she could no longer suppress flew from her mouth, free and wild like birds let loose from cages.


  The ceiling moved, or was it just her blurry vision? Sweat beaded her skin, and crazy tremors surged through her, as she undulated. For a moment, she died—her body subsided, and a blissful peace filled her.


  “Wow.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.


  Devon smiled at her, and watched her with a lot less intensity than before. She shifted to a sitting position, feet dangling. What was happening now? Her pulse spiked. Were they going to have sex in his office? She didn’t have condoms or anything, besides—


  “Here.” He handed her the undies.


  She chewed on her bottom lip. “Thanks. What’s next?”


  “You should go home and get some sleep.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t have any condoms with me,” he said. “Besides, I think you should ease into it.”


  “Ease into it? Like surfing lessons?”


  “You’re not ready to go all the way yet. You told me to stop just now. With your eyes. You were worried.”


  How could she argue against him? He was probably right, even though she felt ready. “Since sex is your expertise and not mine, I have to agree. We’re going to though, sometime, right? All the way.”


  A smile curled his lips. “That’s the plan.”


  She shoved her panties inside her bag, and adjusted her skirt. Didn’t need to touch her hair to know it was messy, but she did it anyway. “What made you change your mind?”


  “You.” He stared deep into her eyes. “You changed my mind.”


  


  Chapter Seven
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  “Where were you? You’re fifteen minutes late,” Elena asked, following Devon inside his office. “Imani is not amused.”


  He dropped his messenger bag to the side, and flicked on his computer screen. He was about to sit, then peered at Elena. She held the iPad against her chest. Right. The meeting.


  Imani had emailed him and Matthew to request a meeting in the morning, and he supposed he was late for that.


  “Bad traffic,” he said, unable to open his mouth and tell the woman he almost screwed the previous night that he had stared at the fucking elevator for too long. And once again, had exited the suffocating box before the doors closed and forced him to ride it to his floor.


  Just like the time he’d spent with her. Close. But not quite all the way.


  His libido stirred, and he quietly cursed his hard-on. Elena wore a white dress, ruffled at the top, and one of those short black jackets almost to ensure her business casual vibe. Words flew out of her mouth, but he tuned them out as the moans he had heard the night before still rang in his ears. Erotic and soft.


  “Do you think they have news about, you know?” She cocked her head to one side, and he realized she had to be talking about the company theft.


  “Maybe. Be right back.”


  She gave him an unsure smile. “Okay.”


  He started to stride away, then a strange force compelled him to look over his shoulder, only to find her watching him. Clumsily, she looked away, and he headed to the conference room with a stupid ass smile on his damn face.


  Kissing her hadn’t been a wise decision. How could he have resisted her though? Her candid if surrealist vision of love and commitment had ignited something within him that was powerful and warm. An unstoppable need to kiss her. Taste her—and that he didn’t regret one bit.


  He closed the door behind him, and turned to find Imani and Matthew already seated. His stepmother continued reading some reports, and lowered her glasses when he sat across from them to give him an inquiring look.


  “Sorry I’m late,” he said, expecting Matthew’s retort. Yet, his half-brother shook his head, leaned back in his chair, and sighed like he’d been worried about something else altogether.


  “It’s okay. I know the email was last minute.” Imani passed a manila folder to Devon. “Toby said whoever is stealing hasn’t stopped. The discrepancies continue. They are just creating other fake accounts.”


  “They are either very dumb, or have no idea we’re onto them,” Matthew added his two cents.


  “I don’t think this is an inside job. It’s made to look like it’s from someone who works here, but while we waste time going through employees’ files for evidence, the real criminal is laughing,” Devon said.


  “Interesting,” Imani said. “Say Devon, you have any news from your father?”


  “No.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “Be honest.”


  “He never contacted me after he fled. Why?” Devon asked. “Is there a way he could be doing this from thousands of miles away?”


  “He’s already stolen from the company.” Imani lifted her hand to her forehead, and started to massage her temple with her thumb. “He knew the system. Maybe if he planted someone here, it wouldn’t be a stretch to do it again,” Imani continued.


  The image of Elena flashed in his mind. No. No, no, no. No way could she be the plant. She had told him what she was up to—even though she was economical on details. On the other hand, what if she was pretending to help him to draw his attention away from her and remain one step ahead?


  Damn it. It was time he was one step ahead.


  “Finding Caleb will be impossible. If he sets foot back in the US, he’ll be arrested,” Matthew said.


  “People tend to slip up. I’ll have the surveillance team check incoming foreign numbers and emails,” Devon said.


  “Good.” Imani smiled at him. “Just in case, I’ll tell Toby about your concerns and see if we can do something about it. Most importantly though—not a single word can leak to the media. There’s a chance that in a few months when I step down, the company will be vulnerable. I don’t want to devalue our stocks.”


  Tension crackled in the room. Devon touched his collar, and was about to loosen it, when reality pinched him. Don’t show defeat. You still have a shot at this.


  “Fine by me,” Matthew said.


  Devon shrugged. “Same here.” The last thing he wanted was unwanted attention. He’d had enough of that after his break-up with Regina.


  ***


  “How was it?” Elena asked when he returned to the office.


  “Good,” he said, and closed the door behind her even though the intrusive glass walls kept him from showing any suspicious emotion. Maybe the desire for her was clouding his judgment. Having his fill of her until he got over that inconvenient attraction would help him see things clearer.


  She fiddled with a long elegant necklace, the gold color sparkling against her subdued white dress. “Any new info?”


  He flicked his screen and checked his email account. He had called the surveillance guy again, to demand an email with the footage of Toby’s birthday party.


  “Nah. Just the same BS. Toby is looking into it. Have you heard from Matthew?”


  She sat across from him, and he wished his eyes didn’t follow the way her legs crossed. The well-cut, starkly elegant outfit she had on was a wild contrast to the mischievous glint flashing in her eyes. “He texted me earlier to ask about your mystery woman.”


  “What did you say?”


  She worried her bottom lip. “That you’re having dinner with her tonight.”


  He checked his email. His pulse quickened. Phil had come through. “You did not.”


  “I did not. But are you?”


  “Why would I?”


  She cleared her throat. “Well, last night you said we weren’t done. That I had changed your mind.”


  “I did. But things can’t escalate that quickly. Not after what you’ve been through with your ex,” he said, like he was some kind of sex expert. He opened Phil’s email and noted the video attachment. One step closer to figuring out the crook’s identity.


  “I’ll be the judge of that.”


  “You are not ready,” he said, his finger circling the mouse instead of clicking it straight away. Shifting in his seat, he watched her.


  A few loose strands escaped her low ponytail, and she had on a tad more makeup than usual. A maroon shade enhanced her sexy bedroom eyes. His body reverberated. Damn it. He was ready—too ready.


  “How can you know? It’s not your vagina.” She raised her hand in disagreement, and also to probably tell him to shut up. “Besides, I did therapy for three years. I have no more nightmares. I feel good about myself. I’m ready for the new chapter of my life, and this is the last obstacle I need to overcome to get there.”


  “I don’t wanna hurt you.”


  “You can never hurt me. We’re not an item in the romantic sense.”


  He popped his knuckles. “I mean physically.”


  “You mean your gigantic penis will send me to the ER? Isn’t that a tad exaggerated?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m not used to sex the way you want it. Tender. Slow.” And damn if he was scared too. Not that he was about to broadcast it, and give her more leverage over him than what she already had. He liked to fuck hard, fast, and honest. Sex was two sweaty bodies smacking against each other with one simple goal: release.


  The woman in front of him offered a lot more. She was opening the door to a world he had avoided for too long. Regina had been safe—even though she ended up screwing him over. During their time together, he never had to worry about stepping out of his comfort zone. He was too damn old and too damn cynical to change his views on relationships or sex. Especially because of corporate spy Elena Moretti. She had been broken, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t turn on him.


  Besides, he knew that about broken people—they could survive. And that made them invincible. The question was…did she know that too?


  “Then we’ll have to learn together.”


  “I’ll be at your place around eight.”


  She smiled, and a part of him couldn’t help but smile back.


  


  Chapter Eight
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  “Hey.” Elena opened the door, and it was like her biological clock reversed a good fifteen years. How could her heart not gallop at the sight of him, leaning against the threshold and holding a large bouquet of pink tulips? A V-neck shirt hugged his large frame without being too tight, and dark denim outlined those gorgeous legs she had yet to see. Wow.


  He glanced at his watch. Not the reaction she expected. “Are you ready?”


  “I…cooked,” she said, and gestured toward the table she had laid in record time. Martha Stewart herself would have been proud. She had produced a flowery linen table cloth, and the Pottery Barn silverware, plus the fancy cloth napkins and not two, but three types of glasses. An array of sweet pea scented candles, big and small, sat in the middle of the table.


  He frowned. “Oh.”


  “Is that okay? I figured, it would probably be best if no one saw us in public anyway. To keep it low profile.” After your scandal. Your sex scandal.


  “Sure.”


  He entered her townhouse and studied it. The contrast of his manly looks against the soft pink on the walls and the pastel-colored sofas and accent pieces could be laughable, if she weren’t so freaking nervous. She touched her stomach, wishing all the emotions swimming inside would come to a stop.


  “Wine?” She smoothed her hand over her apron.


  “Whatever you’re having.”


  She dashed into the kitchen, and grabbed a red wine she hoped would impress him. After all, she had Googled and gone shopping at the European shop a few blocks from her place. With trembling fingers, she opened the drawer, searching for the corkscrew.


  If only she had kept that modern wine opening thingy they’d received as a wedding gift after her divorce. Shit. She grabbed a glass and splashed some water from the tap, then drank it like she had gone hiking in the woods and her throat was parched. Damn.


  Breathe in. Breathe out. She tried to follow the mantra, but the nausea only worsened. With cold hands, she left the wine on the counter and removed her apron. The scents of the spices she had used were like a stubborn yet pleasant fragrance in the kitchen, and she glanced at the lasagna cooling on the stove.


  At least she had that going for her. Her family recipe. Unless, of course, Devon hated pasta. “Do you like Italian?” she yelled.


  “Wouldn’t be here otherwise,” he answered, his voice far too close.


  She turned around, and found him closing the gap between them. “Can you open the wine?”


  “Sure.” He took the bottle from the counter. “Why are you nervous?”


  “Er, it’s like I’m losing my virginity all over again. Sorry. I bet that was the worst thing I could have said. Crap.” She exhaled and her breath lifted her bangs. “I just don’t wanna be the worst woman in bed you’ll ever sleep with.”


  He threw back his head in a hearty laugh. “Are you for real?”


  She opened the fridge and removed the bowl of Caesar salad she had prepared earlier. “Yes. Okay. So now I suck in bed and am this insecure charity lay. Look, you can leave if you want.”


  “And miss the garlic bread?” He grabbed the bowl from her hands and laid it on the island. Then, he kissed her knuckles and a glorious flutter shot up her arm.


  I have to seriously switch the smile-o-meter off otherwise my cheeks will hurt soon.


  “Stop thinking about sex. Let’s just have dinner.”


  Dinner. The word was so simple, yet it unleashed a world of possibilities. She nodded, and reached for the Parmesan cheese. Sprinkling it over the greens, she realized dinner was something she hadn’t shared with a non-family male in a long time.


  “Are you excited about seeing your family? You said there was a party, right?” he asked.


  She opened the built-in oven and removed the garlic bread, then flicked it off. Sitting the warm bread next to the salad, she glanced at Devon. “Not particularly. It’s happening this weekend. Too soon.”


  He leaned in, and it gave her a degree of satisfaction to know he seemed entranced by her cooking. Hopefully the sentiment would continue after he tried her food. No pressure. “Do you have a date for your brother’s engagement party?”


  She waved him off, then grabbed the salad and the bread, and took them to the table. “Nah.” There was no reason to lie.


  He flashed her a smile filled with bad intentions. “I’ll go with you.”


  She tilted her head in his direction, as if she hadn’t heard him correctly. The infamous Devon Wilder wanted to be her date? “What? Thanks, but you don’t need to rescue me from them.”


  “I won’t. You will rescue yourself. I’ll just watch you kick ass.”


  “Let me think about it,” she said. How incredibly sweet and terrifying that he would offer to come home with her. She’d love to have him as a distraction from the tension that had been persistent ever since her divorce. It would be her way of showing her family she had moved on.


  However, when Devon went his own way, she’d have to deal with all the questions from her mother. Why the CIA and the FBI hadn’t discovered her mother’s talent as Master Interrogator she would never know.


  “Not now. Don’t think about it now. What do I have to do to keep your mind off other things while you’re with me?” he asked, and tipped up her chin.


  Did he really have to ask? Her stomach clenched. “I never knew you were the possessive type.”


  “I wasn’t.” He traced her lips with his index finger, and on cue, her lips parted. He gazed at her intently, and a rush of blood blasted straight from her pounding heart all the way down the back of her knees. She blinked, as if his nearness was an illegal drug about to give her a high. And she wanted that high. Wanted…him.


  For once, her desire was more suffocating than her fear.


  She stood on her tiptoes, and pulled him into a kiss. Their teeth clashed, and she stroked his chest. His hot length pulsated against her, and she lowered one hand to caress the bulge over the jeans. “I want you, Devon. So much.”


  “Me too, baby. Where is your bedroom?” He scooped her up in his arms, and she laughed.


  She stretched her finger in the direction of her bedroom, and realized it trembled a bit. Like the rest of her. “Second door to the left.”


  He stopped in his tracks for a moment, a smile filled with bad intentions forming on his full lips. “How about dinner?”


  “Screw the food,” she said, stung by an amazing sense of empowerment. This was about to happen. And she was the one calling the shots. What could go wrong?


  Holding her tighter against him, he picked up his pace. “You’re sounding a lot like me.”


  “I’m a fast learner.”


  “That’s what worries me.”


  He walked into the room, and she squeaked. Even though she had set the atmosphere thinking they would visit this area much, much later, she sighed with relief. Besides the dim light of a nightstand lamp, there was a welcoming serenity in the room. Clean sheets were on the Tempurpedic mattress, and she had sprayed enough air freshener in the place that it smelled like they just walked into a freaking body lotion store.


  He sneezed. Okay. So maybe she had been too generous with the spray. Next time, take it down a notch, girl.


  The moment he put her feet down on the carpet, she bit the inside of her cheek. She smoothed her hands over her cobalt dress, and noticed her palms were clammy. Of course they were.


  He stroked her jaw line. “Are you okay?”


  “Can you take your clothes off first?” she asked, her voice wavering.


  “Absolutely. If that will get me closer to seeing you in your birthday suit,” he delivered playfully, but she detected uneasiness too.


  Interesting.


  Was she such an oddball? Most women he slept with were certainly far more experienced and liberated. He pulled his shirt over his head, and tossed it to the foot of the bed. She rubbed the corner of her mouth to wipe her imaginary drool. Or was it real?


  His skin was dark marble ridged and chiseled, with enough tangents to drive any woman crazy. A man that hot belonged in an underwear ad, or a Madonna music video. He undid his zipper and pulled down his jeans. She trailed her gaze up his long, muscular legs, then eyed the black brief underwear, and the erection straining against the fabric.


  Elena flushed and fanned herself. Unless underwear companies made male boxers with special padding, she was in for a special treat. Teasing her, his fingers played with the hem of the boxers.


  “All of it. No cheating,” she said. “Go big or go home.” A tremor rippled through her. From the looks of it, she was definitely going big.


  “Tit for tat, Elena.” He smiled. “It’s time you show me your goods.”


  She licked her lips, and started to unbutton the front of her dress. Looking him straight in the eye was hard, so she focused on the wall behind him, coward that she was.


  “Eyes on me. Otherwise I’m walking. I need to know you’re with me.”


  Where else would I be? Nodding, she lifted her gaze to his, and a frisson zapped down her spine. Damn. Silver specks gleamed around his dark irises. She had fought for three years to be there, emotionally and physically, and she wouldn’t fail. Didn’t want to.


  Willing her trembling fingers to cooperate, she fumbled and continued to undo the buttons, one by one, until the dress slid off her skin. Now left with her dark blue bra and panties, she fought the urge to cross her arms over her body.


  Squaring her shoulders, she closed the distance between them.


  “I’m with you, Devon,” she whispered.


  He kissed her, and her body molded to his. Heat radiated from his skin, in waves, each time pulling her closer. Her nipples tightened against her lacy bra, and instinctively she put one leg between his two powerful, large thighs. Her sex throbbed, and she reveled in the delicious sign of what was about to happen. Yes. She was with him, and with no one else.


  Gently, he rubbed the small of her back with the palm of his hand. She expected him to have an urgent touch, much like before, however he kissed her like they had all the time in the world. His tongue teased her, swirling against hers, in a sweet game of agony that had no losers.


  He buried his hands in her hair, and her scalp tingled with lusty awareness. All her nerve endings sizzled like melted butter in a hot pan. She ran her hands down his chest, her fingertips feathering over his sculptured muscles. God. How many times a week did he go to the gym?


  Finding his taut nipple, she circled it, which earned her a groan from him. Venturing her other hand lower, she glided it passed his washboard abdomen, and rested it at the hem of his boxer briefs. Hhhhmm… Her finger toyed with the hem, examining her own conundrum. Should she pull down his underwear? Eventually it would come off—it had to. But that boldness was as foreign to her as the Japanese language. What if she touched him intimately, and he expected her to be this sort of sex vixen?


  He shushed her, and tipped up her chin. “Ssshhh…look at me.”


  She followed his command, and the moment her eyes found his, her heart slammed against her rib cage. She bit back a smile, unable to yank her gaze from him, to stop contemplating that gorgeous man who looked at her like she was the most fantastic thing on Earth. Or like she was a strange animal he was befriending.


  He caught her lips in a languid, passionate kiss. She matched his need, also pacing herself, as if she never wanted to break that intimate moment. Her hands dropped around him, and he held her in a warm embrace. There was something painfully ethereal about their time together, and emotions welled up inside. This was really happening—she was making love to a man. Didn’t matter if he didn’t love her, or if she didn’t love him either. It wasn’t just wham bam, thank you ma’am. At last, she was closing the creaky door to the past and opening a flowery, sun-bathed window to her future.


  He laid her on the mattress, and she shifted on the soft linens. With a grin, he pulled down her underwear, and a cold draft hit her skin and gave her goose bumps. Despite the sudden cold, heat filled her cheeks because of the desire rushing through her. One glance at the marveled look on his face, and she fumbled with her bra to remove it.


  Bare to him, she saw him moving on top of her. She leaned in for a kiss, but instead he planted a few on her neck and collarbone. Her hips swayed uncontrollably, undulating in a senseless dance, already asking for more.


  When he neared her full breasts, she drew in a sharp breath. He blew over her bra, and the hardened peaks ached in response. So did she.


  She slanted him a look, and the intensity in his eyes sent a shiver through her. A smile formed on his lips before he slipped out his tongue, and traced it along her nipple. Throwing her head back again, she clutched the bedspread, sinking her fidgety fingers into the thick fabric.


  He grazed his teeth on her flesh, and a shot of arousal surged through her. Each goose bump carried an electric wave, piercing through her skin…and cutting right into her soul.


  “Devon…” the name fled from her lips.


  Groaning, he brought her breast to his mouth, and began sucking her. With his free hand, he cupped and caressed her other globe. His tongue lapped at her nipple, the warm suction sending glorious tingles down her sex. Her breath caught in her throat, and she let go of the bedspread and anchored both hands on his broad shoulders.


  “I want you inside me,” she blurted, her eyes widening at her own surprise. Wasn’t there a time in her life that the idea of saying those words was beyond terrifying? Not anymore. Not now—and screw it, she wanted to know just how far she would, could, go. “Now.”


  “We don’t have to—”


  “We don’t. I just want it. To know I can do this,” she added, and could have kicked herself because of her squeaky voice. With you.


  “You’re the boss.” He moved away, and reached down for the condom in his jeans. Damn if she could interpret the look in his eyes as respect, or mockery. She started to worry her bottom lip, but when he dropped his boxers and his gorgeous cock sprung free, her jaw dropped. She wasn’t a small chick or anything, but…


  Mesmerized, she started at how he put the condom on—rolling the latex over his thick length effortlessly. When he returned to her, he kissed her, and while their tongues mingled, he flipped her over so she would be on top of him. Then, he sat up right and took her with him, so she sat on him. Naked.


  “Hey,” he whispered. “You’re still good? If not—”


  “I am.” To remove any doubt he might have, she reached for his length, and her fingers trembled at the touch of his pulsating member. She could feel the rush of blood traveling in his side veins. The amazing evidence he wanted this. And he was determined to make this about her.


  Emotion gushed inside her, but she refused to let a single tear trickle out. It wasn’t just sex. It was a new life. And she deserved it.


  “I am,” she repeated, this time louder. The tip of his cock rubbed against the opening of her sex, and she quivered, like that single contact irradiated something far deep into her. It was delicious.


  She lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eye, before he even had to ask if she could handle this again. Because she was as sure as the Earth was round. He thrust into her, and she gasped, the walls of her pussy clinging to him. “Yes.”


  He continued, slipping out and then returning to her. Even though she was on top of him, seemingly in full control, he dictated the rhythm and drove her crazy with a raging need.


  Suddenly, her body hit a breaking point, and she closed her eyes. Little tremors shifted into a big wave of pleasure washing over her. She had wanted that wave—and every little ripple that swirled alongside it. She called out his name, and finally opened her eyes to watch him. He planted kisses on her face, his breath heavy, his body slick with heat. She gathered the strength she didn’t know she had, and linked her arms around him as tight as possible. Freedom.


  


  Chapter Nine
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  Dumb ass. Devon rolled on the mattress and took her with him. He was Devon ‘The Devil’ Wilder. That had been what the press had called him after Regina’s interview. Women flocked to him, and he knew why. It wasn’t just his body and swagger. He knew how to drive them mad, and how to keep fucking them over and over.


  He ran a hand down his face. Then why had he acted like a hormonal teenager on his first date? And why did he come after two freaking seconds? He slanted her a look.


  Elena stared at the ceiling, a smile of pure wonder spreading across her striking face. Thankfully, she had enjoyed herself—judging by her orgasm, even more than that. And she had been the reason he released himself far too quickly. She had been a mix of vulnerability and strength. The determination in her big brown eyes, and the soft moans spilling from her mouth…


  His groin stirred. Good. This had to be about sex. Period. Because caring for Elena could not happen. Not when he was still not 100 percent sure about her. She’d told the truth about her abusive marriage—he’d seen the evidence of it in her eyes, and in her demeanor. But did that give her a free pass from spying on him for his half brother?


  A ping from a cell phone pulled him from his thoughts.


  “Sorry.” She shifted on the bed, checked the phone, then turned it face down on the nightstand. “My family is driving me crazy. My brother’s engagement party is in three days.”


  “That’s right.” He glanced at her. And he’d made the freaking mistake of offering to go to it with Elena as her date. She could have just asked her spy buddy—his half brother Matthew—to go with her. Just because she hadn’t slept with anyone for a long time, what evidence did he have she didn’t want Matthew? Maybe she was using Devon to get back into the groove so she wouldn’t be afraid of having sex with Matthew.


  That would be the ultimate betrayal. Even worse than what Regina had done.


  Regina had used their relationship to explore a side of her she had always wanted to. As a result, she had enjoyed it—far too much, and ended up landing a controversial interview and opening a swingers’ club.


  “Yeah. I haven’t been home in a while. I guess it will be okay.”


  “I was serious earlier when I said I’d come with you,” he said, the words flowing faster from his mouth than the thoughts in his brain.


  She sat up on the bed, and took the sheet with her. Crossing the arms over her chest, she shook her head as if she hadn’t heard him right. “Really?”


  He cleared his throat. “I will be your date.”


  “Wow. I didn’t think—”


  “A weekend in New York City. There’s nothing more to it,” he said, since establishing relationship rules were as vital to him as flying was to a bird.


  She twirled a strand of her hair with her finger, eyes seemingly miles away. “That’s nice. Well, I don’t know. I have to think about it. My brothers can be a pain, and I don’t know if you deserve to go through their stupid selection process.”


  Her brothers? He chuckled. The woman obviously didn’t know him, if she thought any other male would intimidate him. He had been raised in the Southside of Chicago, with a whore for a mother. He had learned at the age of two to pour his own cereal for breakfast. “I’m not scared of anyone. Your brothers can’t intimidate me. And they shouldn’t intimidate you.”


  She gave him a small smile. “I’ll think about it. Thanks for offering, though.”


  I will go with her. The resolution solidified. What was she hiding from him? What if Matthew would fly into New York to meet her there? He popped his knuckles. Damn it. The woman was already a liability. Worrying about what kind of relationship she had with his half-brother was a painful distraction from the cyber theft.


  “Let’s eat.” She cocked her head to the side, and jumped from the bed.


  Far too fast for his taste, she put on her clothes, then quickly exited the room. Eating at her place after sex sounded a tad too domestic for his taste. Sure, maybe ordering in, or grabbing a bite to eat out, or something. But she had cooked that pan of lasagna…


  Sighing, he got out of bed and slapped on his jeans, not worrying about his underwear or putting on a shirt. If he wanted to go with her to New York and get to the bottom of things, he would have to endure some intimacy.


  Although…the second his gaze landed on her, his heart tightened so much, it was like there was a Steinway piano crushing his chest. She placed a basket of garlic bread in the middle of the table. Everything about her apartment was far too feminine, and the pale pink linens added to the all-woman ambiance. He noticed the old-fashioned yet quality crystal goblets half-filled with icy water, and the curvy silverware around the neat dishes completed the perfect, white-picket fence picture.


  She smiled as if she had a secret, and he wondered if he was part of it. Which was damaging enough.


  Wondering had only brought him pain. Wondering if his mother would ever change. Wondering if his father AKA the Sperm Donor would ever step up to the plate. Wondering—


  A glow flickered in her eyes. “There you are. Sit.”


  Frowning, he pulled the chair and plopped down. The gentleman in him should have waited until she was done and pulled her chair out for her. But she kept dashing in and out of the kitchen, each time returning with something new. The lasagna. Olive oil. Extra Parmesan cheese.


  He tapped his fingers on the table. Regina always preferred ordering meals from a known Denver chef. They were delivered to their home, and the amount of calories was displayed on the lid of each small package in cursive writing. Oh, how he hated that damn font.


  Elena grabbed his plate and ladled a generous amount of lasagna on it, steam swirling around the pasta as she returned it to him. “Eat. Or like my mom says, mangia.”


  Keep your mind on the game, man. “So, does your family pay for all this?” he asked, circling his index finger.


  She broke a small piece of bread. “No. I worked in marketing for five years. Three of them in New York.”


  “Which agency?”


  Elena squared her shoulders, and glanced at him. “Lind & Luz.”


  Her former employer had been a super successful marketing agency that was known for a lot of sports advertisement. “You never told me you had that much experience in the field.”


  She winked at him. “You never asked, and you weren’t the one who interviewed me when I applied for the position at your company.”


  He wondered what other things he would ask and get a direct answer to? She beamed at him, an adorable grin stretched her lips, and the spark reached her eyes. It was like her irises were two huge caramel pools, with flecks of gold glittering inside them.


  “You must be really underused as an assistant.” To detract from her magnetizing pull, he cut into his lasagna and brought a bite to his lips. The fresh spices exploded on his palate. He wasn’t a foodie or anything, but even the pasta tasted different. Better.


  She watched him swallow in silence, her lips parted. When he helped himself to some more, she shook her head, blinking out of a reverie maybe, and finally said, “I like working for you. I know how good you are.”


  He reached for the glass of water. “That doesn’t mean much. It’s a downgrade, and I get that you won’t be an assistant for much longer. You said you did it for Matthew, to have his back because he helped you.”


  She nodded.


  “How?” he asked, again, the question burning the tip of this tongue.


  Playing with the fork, she inhaled. “Three years ago, I still lived in New York City. Matthew and his wife were my neighbors,” she said, and he remembered how Matthew and Sandra lived in New York City for a few years while he helped establish the East Coast offices. “One day, something happened. Tim and I had sex. Well, I don’t know if you’d call it sex. I didn’t protest, because I figured that would be quicker that way. After he left for work, I was in a lot of pain. Turns out I had internal bleeding.”


  Her voice wavered for a second, but she continued. The playfulness from earlier vanished, and the sparks in her eyes shifted into gloom. “That’s when I realized my life couldn’t go on as it had. I knocked on Matthew’s door asking for Sandra, but she was away on a business trip. Anyway. Matthew took me to the hospital and literally held my hand throughout the whole ordeal. He helped me get a restraining order against my ex, and set me up at a different apartment while we took care of some bureaucratic things and filed for divorce.”


  Internal bleeding. He clenched his hands on the fork so hard, he could swear it was bending under his anger. What kind of sick son of a bitch submitted his woman to something so sordid? If he ever met this guy, he would kill him. Frustration floated up his throat, and he tasted bile. “I’m sorry, Elena. How much longer did you stay in New York?”


  “Not long. I quit my job and came here to get as far as possible from my old life. I did therapy, and worked at a smaller marketing company. A year later, Matthew and Sandra moved back, as he returned to Colorado to help Wilder & Co. expand.”


  “Why Denver? Did Matthew have anything to do with your decision?”


  “I guess I visited the city before and liked it… and yes, he and Sandra talked about it so much I kind of felt like giving it a try. But, for the first year, I didn’t know anyone here.”


  “That must have been tough.”


  “It was a good period of self-discovery. I needed to be on my own.”


  He loosened the grip on the fork at last. “Why did Matthew do all this for you?” The question escaped his lips before he caught up with common sense. Sensitivity wasn’t his forte, but neither was naiveté. Why would Matthew be so attentive and helpful to a complete stranger, when he was married? If Matthew were into doing the right thing, he wouldn’t have hired someone to snitch on his half-brother. He wouldn’t have ensured Devon was bullied when they went to the same high school.


  “Because he’s not just this super ambitious dick you envision.”


  He took another bite of his food. Blood pumped thick in his veins. He’d like to believe that, sure. Well, perhaps he did. Matthew wasn’t a dick to everyone. “Agree to disagree.”


  She grabbed the glass of water, but held it under her lips as if thinking of what to say. “Why don’t we talk about TV shows?”


  “I don’t watch any.”


  She took a swig of water. “Then let’s talk about your club. I’ve never been there.”


  “We’ll remedy that.”


  “Ha. Sorry to disappoint, but I’m not much of a clubber.”


  He laughed, and imagined her, all prim and proper, in his upscale venue. Thankfully, they changed the subject, and when they were done with the food, she started to remove dishes from the table and he found himself loading the dishwasher while she cleaned the lasagna pan by hand.


  Helping her should have been business as usual. This felt like what normal, loving couples did all the time. Not that he had any experience in that area.


  Pushing that thought away, he motioned to put a dish inside the stainless dishwasher, but she moved at the same time and their arms brushed against each other. She glanced down at them first, then as she straightened up, so did he. His pulse spiked, and that familiar, annoying stir whirled through him again. The I-want-Elena-way-too-much warning.


  Clearing his throat, he realized his lips were dry, even though he had just finished drinking water and wine. Damn it. But he had to have her—couldn’t get enough of her. Devon scooped Elena up and put her on the granite counter top, and she wrapped her legs around him.


  Devon kissed the sweep of her neck, and felt her stiffening against him, her hands traveling up in his body. “You are fucking amazing,” he said, and breathed in her crazy sexy scent.


  “Apparently so,” she whispered, nudging his cock.


  “I wanna make you feel good, babe.” So good.


  “I’d say mission accomplished.”


  Choking back a laugh, he caressed her cheeks. The spontaneous tenderness surprised even him. “Hardly.”


  “No pun intended.”


  He nipped her chin. “Shut up, Elena.”


  “Make me.”


  No one could ever accuse him of turning away from challenges. With that in mind, he covered her lips with his, and cupped her face, the desire to make love to her burning through his veins like a raging fire. She stroked his tongue with hers, and her hands linked behind his neck, bringing him closer. A couple of moans formed in her throat, and he swallowed them. The atmosphere shifted around them, and quickly the homemade meal vibe shifted into a much less wholesome energy.


  He deepened the kiss, barely able to breathe himself. She squeezed his shoulders, then her fingers slid down his bare back. A thread of shivers followed the path her nails trailed.


  Lowering his hands, he groaned, and then pulled up the hem of her dress. The second he touched her inner thigh damp with her juices, his groin stirred. He fought the urge to flip her and swat her ass. Screw her hard, while she screamed his name. Damn it. She wasn’t like the women he typically dated—there was a sweet vulnerability about the way she kissed him, moaned, fondled him. He had to go slow, even if it killed him.


  “When I’m with you, I feel like I’m melting. Isn’t that weird?” she said between kisses, in such a carefree way, that his heart squeezed and an unfamiliar ache lodged in his throat. Shit. He had to focus on fucking her, nothing more.


  “That’s weird.” He inserted his finger into her, and she gasped. Her slick walls clenched around him, and he could feel the pulse from her center of nerves. Flicking it with his thumb, he decided to do some exploring.


  She bucked against him, rocking onto his hand. Damn, that sensual shit turned him on like crazy. He circled his fingers into her, working his thumb harder. Faster. His cock swelled in anticipation, and she mewled. The soft sound was like the missing ingredient for a secret recipe.


  He drove his fingers in and out of her. His movements more intense. Soon, she quivered around his hand, her moans filling the air and setting his heart in a wild race. He kissed her—a long, passionate kiss that spelled trouble. Damn it, she was trouble. For how long would he fool himself? She wasn’t just a mystery he didn’t crack. Elena was—


  She panted. “I want you inside me.”


  “I am,” he said, and moved his fingers inside her pussy.


  She chuckled. A hearty, happy sound. “Your…”


  “My cock?”


  She licked her lips, and a lovely shade of pink spread across her cheekbones. “Your cock,” she said as if she was saying it for the first time, and peered at him. A glint in her eyes hinted at the schoolgirl who had just gotten in trouble with the principal. Dirty talking wasn’t her thing. He needed to fix that.


  For now…he’d address a much more urgent matter.


  


  Chapter Ten
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  “What does this mean?” Matthew asked the next morning, when the video stopped playing. He handed Elena the cell phone, and she tossed it inside her bag.


  She looked around the crowd inside the coffee shop a block away from the company. Most of them stood in line to order a lunch to go, but a few sat around the scattered tables and munched on salads and sandwiches. She only recognized a few Wilder and Company employees in the room. Even then, she didn’t know them well.


  “This means Devon was at Toby’s birthday celebration at the exact time one of those transfers happened. He couldn’t have done it. He’s not your thief.”


  “Online transfers can be scheduled. This doesn’t prove anything.” He bit into his ham and Brie sandwich.


  She shuffled from one foot to another. Choosing to stand while he sat on a stool had been the right decision. Even the chicken salad she ordered remained half eaten. “Matthew, you are stubborn.”


  “How do you know the exact moment the transfers were made? I never showed you any papers.”


  Oh shit. She lifted the iced tea to her lips, and took a big swig to buy her a few seconds. “Does it matter? You told me to dig, and find stuff. Now you’re questioning my tactics?”


  His green eyes darkened, and he leaned forward. “You told me you weren’t going to snoop wherever his things were concerned.”


  “Exactly. I do think this has a lot to do with the company, though.”


  Reaching for the napkin on the counter, he flashed her a suspicious glance. “How did you get access to those files, Ells?”


  She smoothed her hand over her ponytail. “Doesn’t matter. My point is, Matthew, you’re wasting your time if you focus your hunt for the criminal on Devon. He’s not your guy.”


  Matthew ran a hand down his face. “Is he your guy?”


  A lump lodged in her throat. And a hot throb followed. “What?”


  “You keep defending him. What’s going on?”


  No. More. Lies.


  She glanced around to make sure no one would hear them. Buck up, Elena. Staying true to both brothers and not implicating either of them was a challenge. Staying true to herself…a done deal. “I was the one he kissed at the park,” she said, and lifted her chin. Who cared if her blood ran cold?


  Matthew crushed the paper napkin. “I knew it. I knew he wasn’t going to keep his hands off of you.”


  She drew back. “You…knew it?”


  He nodded, and straightened his tie.


  “Was that the reason you insisted I help you with this? Because you wanted him to come on to me, then I’d report back and he would lose his job or be dropped from the race?” If she thought her blood ran cold a second ago, now it had iced into an arctic glacier. Had it been a game to her supposed friend all along?


  “I expected him to make a pass at you, yes. But I didn’t expect you to go along with it.”


  She slapped his face, hard. “How could you do this to me? After all I’ve been through with my ex? How could you want to throw me into the arms of a guy you think is a prick, a thief?” Elena kept her voice low, but she didn’t bother to hide the venom boiling beneath the surface. “You are a first-class jerk, Matthew. And a crappy friend. After everything I’ve been through—you still wanted me to work for Devon, use me as bait, when you believe Devon is a bona fide whorebag.” And she believed Matthew was wrong about his half-brother. After all, Devon had been way more considerate to her than any man she’d ever known.


  Matthew peered around, and touched his cheek where her open palm had landed. Of course her hand ached, and there was not even a scratch on his smooth brown skin. “Calm down,” he said, urgency dripping from his voice.


  She took a second to study their surroundings. A few curious patrons watched them, but the moment her gaze challenged them to keep observing, they turned their faces and pretended to go back to whatever they were doing. Drinking coffee, reading, typing on laptops.


  “It wasn’t supposed to be like that. I told you who he was. You weren’t supposed to accept his advances or encourage him. You aren’t getting involved with him, right? Devon trying to come on to you is enough. We can go to Imani and tell her what happened.”


  “No. If we go to Imani, I will tell her the whole thing. I’ll tell her that you schemed for this to happen from the beginning, and you had me work under him so I could spy. How do you think that will make you look?”


  “Why would you do that? I thought we were friends.”


  “So did I. I will stick around because now I am invested in finding out who stole from the company,” she said, leaving out she had promised Devon. “I’ll save you some time from snooping around some more, Matthew. I slept with Devon. It was my choice, my idea, and I won’t lie about that. I experienced not having a say in sex for too long to lie about it. If you report him about sleeping with me, I’ll tell the whole truth.”


  “You slept with him?” Matthew’s eyes widened. “In all the time I have known you, you have never even dated. How would I know you would fall for his game?”


  “I guess you don’t know everything. And, besides what you may think—that he’s this slut, inconsiderate bastard… He didn’t force me to do anything I didn’t want,” she said.


  His jaw clenched. “Bullshit. He manipulated you into thinking you wanted him. The same way he manipulated my mom into accepting him in our household as a teenager, after his mother abandoned him.”


  A cold shiver went through her, and she folded her arms, even though the heater worked efficiently. Devon never spoke much about his mother… She slid off the stool. “I don’t know what’s worse. You patronizing me and saying I can’t make my own choices, or you thinking your strong willed mother needed to be manipulated to do the right thing.” She clenched her tote hard. “I never thought I’d say this, Matthew, but now I understand why Sandra left you.” Throwing hurtful words like rocks at a river wasn’t her routine. But how else could she express her angry sense of betrayal? She glanced at him, and he opened his mouth but hesitated. With a nod, she willed herself to walk away.


  ***


  Still mad at me? Listen, we need to talk later.


  


  Elena glanced down at the message from Matthew.


  What do you think? She typed it, but found herself erasing letter by letter until a blinking cursor stared back at her. A headache had bugged her the moment she had dashed out of the café and crossed the street after lunch.


  Now, trying to get some work done at her desk, she glanced at Devon’s empty chair. Ever since he’d left her apartment, in the wee hours of the morning, she had pondered. Did she know what she was getting into? No, and for the first time in her life it felt right. She wanted him, for as long as she could have him, to help her explore a side of herself that was finally blooming.


  How could she not? For the first time, she had been able to let go and not think of her failed marriage and Timothy’s sex addiction—of how she didn’t understand it then, and how he probably didn’t, either. He had masturbated himself raw once. Who did that for fun? Although, did that make him any less guilty?


  The phone rang, and she picked it up on the second ring. “Devon Wilder’s office.”


  “Why haven’t you called us back, bambina?” her mother asked on the other end of the line. “I have been trying to call you for a couple days.”


  Elena bit back a smile. Whenever she heard her mother’s voice, it was hard not to be in a good mood. There was a musicality to Arietta Moretti’s drawl that shrank the distance every time they chatted. “Sorry, Mama. I’ve been busy.”


  “Busy, busy, busy.” She could picture her dark haired mother shaking her head and rolling her soulful eyes. “I can’t wait for you to come home. I miss you.”


  She smiled. “I miss you too.”


  “Your brother told me Timothy will attend the party.”


  Elena breathed into the phone, unsure of what to say. With her free hand, she rubbed her eyes.


  “Are you okay with it? We don’t want any stress.” Any stress for her, or the engagement party? Elena bit back the bitterness forming in her throat. No. It had been her decision to handle things on her own regarding her divorce, and to hide from her family the real reasons why she left Timothy. Making a big deal now was useless. Moving away from them, and moving on had been her strategy. Why mess with it now?


  “I’m fine with it,” she said, but didn’t bother to inject much energy into her words. Emilio and Timothy had been good friends since forever. Why would she put herself in the way? Besides, with her mother’s high blood pressure issues, the last thing she wanted was to add stress.


  “Good. I guess your silly brother was always fond of Timothy, and deep in his heart always hoped you two would patch things up.”


  “That’s impossible,” she rushed to say, then cleared her throat. “Besides, I’m bringing a date for the wedding. Someone I met here in Denver.”


  “Really? Honey I’m surprised. I had no idea.”


  She glanced at Devon’s office. Neither did I. But bringing Devon to the party would put an end on any hopes that she and Timothy still had a shot. Without having to explain why. Elena had worked to heal her emotional wounds for years during her therapy; why relive all the painful memories? And why expose a part of Timothy that he himself hadn’t been able to control?


  “Who is he?” her mother asked. “Tell me everything.”


  “I’ll tell you about him later. We’re just getting to know each other, Mom, so don’t start hearing wedding bells or anything.” Besides, did she really need her brothers to dig into Devon’s past? Usually they made every guy she dated uncomfortable, but she had a nagging feeling it would be worse now. Although, if there was a guy who could face her brothers down, it was Devon. Just the kind of man she needed.


  “How about just a full name for now?”


  No way. Otherwise, her mom would Google the name, and discover that Devon Wilder was a bona fide bad boy, the opposite of her traditional family? Nope. “I’ll pass.”


  “You’re no fun.”


  I should have that sentence embroidered on a pillow. “Thanks.”


  She returned her attention to her sleek computer screen, and to the fake accounts that were highlighted. She had studied them, tried to find a pattern with numbers, but nothing. Where did all the money go? And why couldn’t they just trace the most likely offshore bank accounts?


  By the time Devon walked in, she had jotted down a couple questions on her notepad. A crisp black shirt hugged his form to perfection, under a dark grey jacket. She let her eyes trail down his pants. Out of all the male execs in the office, Devon was certainly the fiercest dresser.


  Her sex tingled, and it was like her body switched to a different mode when he was around. “Devon, we need to talk.”


  “Sure.”


  He flashed her a noncommittal smile and gestured for her to follow him into his office. God. What if he regretted having slept with her? Already.


  She watched him slid off his messenger bag, and threw it on the chair next to her. Plopping down, she bit her lip. The salmon-colored dress she had picked out to wear had been a stupid idea. It was far too light, too colorful, too happy. It screamed “My vagina has been revived,” and she doubted that’s what any man like Devon would want the day after. This kind of eagerness early on broadcasted white picket fence. Or rather, black wrought iron.


  “I have been taking a look at the accounts. Did the accountant say why they weren’t able to trace the receiving offshore accounts?”


  “Apparently whoever did this is going beyond Swiss banks. They are using special codes, and even though I suggested they get the cyber crime agents on board, Imani wants to solve it privately. If this leaks to the press, it won’t look good for the company.”


  Of course. Wilder & Co stocks were doing awesome on the market. There was a chance they would drop when Imani stepped down and announced the new CEO. Why jeopardize the company even further?


  She scratched her head. “Do you think…Toby the accountant might be involved?”


  “Cooking the books? Why would he bring this to Imani’s attention?”


  “I don’t know. But that makes him the perfect thief. He’s above any suspicion, and he can work the numbers to his advantage,” she voiced one of the nagging doubts jumbling in her head.


  Devon grabbed the football-shaped paperweight from his desk and toyed with it. “I’ll look into that.”


  She smiled. “Good.”


  He leaned back in his chair, and a sexy gleam flicked in his eyes. “That’s a nice dress.”


  “Thanks. Come to think of it though, it looks like the color of a vagina,” she said, the words escaping her before she had any control over them. Because I’m an idiot. “Crap. Sometimes I have no filter.”


  His joyful, powerful chuckle filled the room. “You nervous?”


  She shifted on her seat. “A little.”


  A predatory smile formed on his lips, and she just knew he wasn’t going to say anything to make her less nervous. For a while, she doubted that was even possible. Her panties were drenched with the essence of her desire, and she clenched her legs together, trying to trap her scent of arousal.


  What was going on in his head? The previous night he had acted like a gentleman. Now, his gaze traveled from her face down her neckline and breasts, and it left behind a path of seared flesh. Branded.


  “Hey, if the offer still stands,” Elena said while she burned under his stare, “you can come with me to New York.” Now, more than ever, she needed Devon to be her date at her brother’s engagement party.


  He shifted the paperweight from one hand to the other, his eyes unreadable. Oh crap. Maybe he’d changed his mind? There was always the possibility he had said that after screwing, in the heat of the moment.


  “Unless, of course, you changed your mind,” she rushed to say. “Then, that’s totally okay. I completely understand.” She waved her disappointment off. “It was a bad idea to begin with. Really. It totally was.”


  A grin teased his full lips. “I’m going with you.”


  Little thrills of excitement surged through her, and she tried hard to keep her feet on the ground. “Great. We’re leaving in a couple days.”


  “I’m going to call Imani and see if I can get more info on who is running the show. She has been tight lipped about the team that’s trying to unveil the thieves. But now that you mentioned the accountant, maybe there’s something to it too.”


  “Sounds like a good idea.”


  He picked an elegant pen from the pen holder and twirled it round his fingers. “And word on the street is Matthew is getting divorced.”


  She straightened her shoulders. “How do you know?”


  He rocked back in his chair. Even though he looked relaxed, stretching himself, there was a strange intensity in his midnight eyes. Why did she feel like she was the target? “He ordered his assistant to forward his mail to a new address and she talked to the security guy, who was glad to report it all to me this morning. My question is…how do you know? I doubt he has even said anything to Imani about it.”


  “He told me.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “Why? And why did you keep it from me?”


  “Because it’s personal and I don’t think it has anything to do with us. Not that there is an official us. You know what I mean. Our deal.”


  “I don’t understand why he’d trust you with that kind of private information,” he said.


  She stood, restless. Leaving the iPad on his desk, she started to pop her knuckles. “I’m his friend. We talk about stuff.” She opted not to tell Devon about Matthew’s hidden agenda in hiring her so Devon would try and seduce her and get in trouble. The last thing those two needed was more bad blood running between them. Besides, she had been adamant with Matthew. If he used her to nab that CEO spot, she would make sure people knew about his plan.


  “Friends. I guess I gotta get myself some of those,” he said, his voice smooth. His lips curled at the corner of his mouth, and she wondered if he believed her or was only pretending to. “By the way, after work today, I have to go straight to my club. Some business to take care of.”


  “I totally understand.” Totally.


  “You can stop by if you’d like. For a friendly visit,” he said, drawling at the last sentence.


  “Thanks. Clubbing isn’t really my scene, but I will keep that in mind.” God, not really her scene? How old was she? Ninety?


  He winked at her. “You do that.”


  ***


  Showing up at Smolder, after work, without texting Devon, was a bad idea. She cemented her insecurity the minute a couple of tall women with fiery red hair strode into the club the same time as she. Everyone seemed to be way cool and too hip. She touched her fifties-style black dress—tight on top, with a flowing skirt down to her knees, and reached for her chunky pearl necklace. I look like a vintage Stepford wife.


  Ugh. Why had she changed her mind? Going far from her comfort zone was one thing. Visiting his second place of work carved a pitiful hole between them. She leaned across from the bartender, and waved at the bald chick with purple lipstick and dark clothes. “Red wine, please.”


  The bartender nodded, and turned around to get the bottle. Some alcohol had to loosen her violin string-tight nerves. Right? She lifted her hands and fiddled with the pearls, and wondered if taking them off wouldn’t be a better choice. Ah. Might as well own it.


  Her gaze zapped from the bar area to the dance floor. It was strangely intimate. The nightclub had a theater-like feel, with special VIP boxes that overlooked the dance floor like old-fashioned terraces, and several antique chandeliers dropping from the ceiling. Gorgeous GoGo girls dangling on trapezes and the ultramodern music—a tattooed DJ worked the tunes in a higher box—gave the place an edge.


  A lot of the women could be models, and probably were, with their slinky bodies and sophisticated get-ups.


  “Here,” the bartender said, and she turned to grab the drink.


  She sipped the wine a tad too quickly. Was it too late to go home? No. Besides, her pragmatic side warned, she was checking out the club. Matthew had hinted Devon could be stealing from the company because of the other clubs he was about to open, but a glance at her surroundings was all she needed. Why would he need to embezzle money? This club was in full swing, and given the classy décor and overpriced drinks, she doubted Smolder was on its last legs.


  She eyed Devon, before she was prepared. He was talking to a couple of gorgeous brunettes. Her heart raced. She lifted her shoulders, and finished the remains of her drink.


  “Another.” She pointed her head in the direction of the glass to the bartender. “Please.”


  The woman smiled and turned around to get the bottle.


  Damn it. Of course he flirted with other women. The man had an open relationship before her, and what guarantee did she have he wasn’t planning on screwing any of them tonight? She had told him she wouldn’t come. Besides, they didn’t have anything concrete. Anything lasting.


  Do you want to? No. Of course not. If she hadn’t been able to handle a man like Timothy, crazy and sick as he was, how about a man like Devon? He oozed sexiness. And trouble. Especially trouble.


  She gave herself a mental slap on the forehead, and searched for him again. Her pulse spiked. Across from her, a few inches from the entrance to the VIP area, he still talked to the two women, and nodded. She zoomed on his face. No smile. A stupid part of her rejoiced. The women leaned forward, one of them laughing while the other batted her eyelashes. He shook his head and said something, then walked away from them. Well, if body language was anything to go by, he wasn’t interested in a threesome. Phew.


  Stupid. Stupid, stupid. He also wasn’t interested in a long-term commitment. And neither was she—not with him. She longed to find someone for a meaningful relationship, and should be thankful Devon was giving her good sexual memories to cling to for the near future. Sex. Good. Hot. Sex.


  His gaze found hers, and she shifted on her seat. While he erased the distance between them with long, graceful strides, she parted her mouth. All of a sudden, it was like she had a freaking cold. Air restricted in her lungs, she had to clear her throat. Twice.


  “Look who’s here.”


  “I… I was in the neighborhood.”


  He threw his head back, and laughed. “That’s right. You were in the neighborhood,” he said, a silver spark in his eyes mocking her. “And no vagina dress?”


  “A pity, I know.” Her lips broke into a smile, and she lifted her hand to her neckline. She was burning. “I changed my mind. Wanted to see how you can do this. Work all hours.”


  “This is pleasure.”


  She frowned. “How so?”


  “I have a great team, they make it easy for me.”


  “Yes. I noticed that besides the bouncers, they are all women,” she said, and wished she had a freaking filter. She coughed. “Which is nice. Great.”


  He gave out his hand. “Wanna dance?”


  “Oh, I’m not really the best dancer,” she said, and made a face she doubted came anywhere close to sexy. God. What was wrong with her? She had been out of the dating pool for too long. Now…now was the time to freaking change that. Live it up. Go girl.


  “I’m not asking you to be Julliard material. You can move your hips, right?”


  She slid off the stool. “Yes. Sorry. I’d love to dance.”


  “That’s what I like to hear.”


  She’d bet one of her kidneys that was what he was used to hearing. What woman in her sane mind would say no to him? When he brought her close to him, his hand grazing over her side boob, and a tingle surged through her, faster than a shooting star.


  The music was fast, and most of the people in the crowd danced on their own. Some couples stayed close to each other, grinding, as if they were alone.


  “Am I that hard on the eyes?” he asked, pulling her into reality.


  She gave out a stupid nervous chuckle. “Quite the opposite.”


  “Then why do you always look away?”


  “Because sometimes I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop staring at you,” she said, and the truth in her words hit her like a flogger. She lifted her hand to her lips, and wished she could rewind time and take that back. It sounded impossibly romantic, and maybe he thought so too. His jaw clenched. Time to save face. “I mean, staring intently isn’t polite.” She waved it off. “I’m wired that way I guess.”


  Thankfully, his cheeks relaxed, and relief washed over her. “We’ll be doing some rewiring.”


  “Good. Then show me what’s the big deal about this dancing thing everyone keeps bragging about.” She winked at him, and started to move, trying her best to channel her inner vixen. He watched her, and to have his attention focused on her like that sent thrills of excitement through her, starting on her hairline and down her body. He danced too, with a lot more finesse and swagger than she. His movements kept up with the music, and damn it, her underwear was already super soaked.


  She let go, too. Swaying her arms and legs, she loosened her body a bit, feeling that intense rush of adrenaline thrumming in her veins. Why not enjoy it? When he closed the distance between them, she continued to sway her hips, eyes partially closed. He anchored his hands at her waist, helping her move, and she threw her head back, enjoying how her hair fell back, and the buzz from the wine caught up with her.


  He leaned forward, and ran his tongue on her neck. Her nerve endings crackled like fire on wood, and she was glad his hand snaked behind her back otherwise she would have fallen. “Let’s go to my office.”


  He straightened, and she did the same. In a delightful trance, she merely bobbed her head in agreement, and followed him as he led the way. Curved black iron stairs lead to the second floor, where a few other VIP boxes were located. The beat of the music seemed to fade, perhaps because her heartbeat was off the charts.


  Gripping her elbow, he took her to the last door at the end of a hallway. She suppressed a squeal when he closed the door behind him, and pulled her to him.


  “I know what you’ve been through,” he said, his forehead touching hers. “I keep telling myself to be careful with you, Elena.”


  Careful? “I’m not breakable. I know what you’re all about, Devon. Sex.”


  “Yes. Good. But even then—”


  “Don’t hold back.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. I want it all,” she said, having a hard time breathing.


  He slammed her against the wall, and she gasped, his large frame towering over her. Without delay, his mouth descended on hers, starting a delicious war of tongues, mouths melding, teeth grazing. She moaned, and for a second didn’t give a crap if anyone could hear them. “You have no idea how much you turn me on, babe. I see you and all I wanna do is fuck you. Again and again.”


  She swallowed. Dirty talk never aroused her before, yet no one ever talked to her in that low deep baritone. And that rich, sexy voice saying sinful things to her made her clit a hot pulsating bundle of nerves. It was like, sexually, there wasn’t a before anymore.


  He swept his hands into her dress, and she felt him fumbling against the structured fabric, hissing out an impatient breath. She bucked toward him, and kicked off her shoes. He held both sides of her panties and ripped them apart. The scrap of lace didn’t stand a chance. She moaned, not recognizing her own hoarse sound.


  He touched her dripping wet pussy, and she wrapped her legs around him. He reached the back of her dress and unzipped it. Her braless breasts bounced free. Her dress was bunched at her waist, and besides her pearl necklace, she was naked. And oh goodness it was wonderful. Naughty. Liberating.


  “Yes. Yes,” she whispered.


  He cupped her sex, his palm rubbing against her moist heat. She kissed him in a frenzied haze. When his finger pads fondled her soaking wet walls, she shuddered. God. The man was incredible. With a growl, he thrust two fingers into her, and played with her flesh. “Your pussy is amazing.”


  She had no control over the widening of her eyes.


  He withdrew back just a notch, and peered at her with a mischievous smile. “You are blushing.”


  “I’m sorry?” she said, unsure of what the etiquette was in this kind of situation.


  “Don’t. I get super hard when you blush.”


  “Good.”


  “Back to your pussy… It tastes phenomenal.”


  Quivering, she parted her lips, but no sound came out. Damn it. She had to get better at this. He thrust his fingers into her, in intense motions, inside and out, anticipating what she was sure he’d do later with his cock. She gripped his shoulders, once again a wave of empowerment swept over her. She was butt naked, with a man who was sadly fully dressed.


  A man who cared about giving her pleasure before taking his own, and that made her heart melt just a little.


  Unable to keep from tasting him, she nipped his neck, her teeth grazing over his dark chocolate skin. She started to tremble, the orgasm hitting her, and he held her, quickening the thrusts of his fingers, so that her essence spilled out of her and slicked his hand. She was catching her breath, when he kneeled down and grabbed her between his legs.


  She grasped on his shoulders for support, as he kept her between the wall and his muscled body, his head between her legs. Oh. My. God.


  He licked her, his tongue stroking her folds. Arousal spilled out of her, but he took it all. He traced his fingers over her damp thighs, and sucked her pussy while his deft thumb flicked her poor, overworked, yet exhilarated clit.


  How much more could a girl take?


  Not long.


  Soon, another orgasm hit her, and her body convulsed. She rocked back against the wall. Her vision blurred, her head in a cloud. For a moment, she didn’t weigh a single pound. She was made of dust and wind.


  


  Chapter Eleven

  [image: ]


  Devon stood, and licked the corner of his lips, wishing Elena’s sweet taste would linger. Her breath came out in small pants, and her gorgeous breasts rose up and down in tandem with the rhythm of her breathing. Sexy as fuck.


  She reached out to him, and he grabbed her and kissed her, so she would taste herself on his tongue. She didn’t shy away and meshed her mouth with his, until she withdrew a bit, her forehead touching his. “I wanna drive you crazy too. Do things to you, and not hold back. Show me.”


  He looked around. Never had he screwed in his office. Even when Regina had begged him to do it. He had a strict policy of avoiding getting caught with his pants around his ankles by his staff while at the nightclub. Yet, after dancing with her, he wouldn’t be able to wait until they got home. Hell, he probably wouldn’t make it past the parking lot.


  The woman was out of this world. When she showed up at his club dressed like some Breakfast at Tiffany’s character, it made him want to fuck the good girl out of her.


  “Let’s do things my way.” He removed his jacket, then pulled his shirt over his head and tossed them on the floor. If she sucked him, there was a 98% chance he’d come in her bow shaped mouth, and as much as he entertained that mind-blowing idea, he didn’t want to pursue it just yet. He wanted to be inside her wetness. “Turn around and bend against the table,” he commanded.


  She did and splayed her hands on the dark wood.


  He circled her breasts, the tight nipples begging for his attention. She squirmed, her firm buttocks swaying like they were about to freaking dance. Nudging her thighs open with his hand, he touched her pussy, and it was still soaked, warm, and inviting. Just like he liked it.


  “You wanna get fucked?” he asked.


  “Y-yes,” she said, and he noticed her back stiffening.


  He kneaded her ass, his palm circling her full, pert behind. “Say it.”


  “Do it,” she said, her voice dropping a couple notches.


  He smacked her ass. “That’s not how you say it.”


  “Oh.”


  She glanced at him behind her shoulder. “I want you to fuck me.”


  He gave her buttock one last smack. Damn, it felt awesome not to hold back, and be the perv son of a bitch he usually was when screwing someone. Although…there was something different. As he rolled on the condom and rubbed the tip of his cock against her slick entrance, an electrifying bolt traveled through him. He had enjoyed sex with many women in his lifetime. But Elena was different. In a way he’d rather not think about. Because that would mess with his plan to keep things physical and fun.


  There was only one way to purge himself of the tenderness he felt toward Elena. Fuck her hard. And give her exactly what she’d asked for. Devon plunged into her, and she moaned. He could get used to her sexy little growls. With one hand, he held her waist, while he pulled her hair with the other and tunneled his fingers into her lustrous, silky mane.


  His cock grew even bigger, and his balls got so tight, tingly, full, he thought he’d freaking burst.


  “Yes,” she egged him on, and he didn’t need any more encouragement. After all, she wanted this, and so did he. Despite what the future may bring. He thrust into her, harder. Faster. Deeper. All the way to her sweet spot.


  She began trembling again, her moans louder, and he intensified the pace. Soon, his own pleasure came and everything went dark.


  “Don’t go yet,” he asked, when she motioned to move.


  Never had he imagined that staying entangled with someone after sex could feel this good. They fell to the floor of his office, with clothes scattered and his jacket moonlighting as a sheet—at least to cover his privates—an unusual sensation of peace flooded him.


  “I have to pack. You too, in case you haven’t forgotten.”


  A part of him wanted to go with her for the hell of it. Besides, she knew about Matthew’s divorce even before he told her. If Matthew was feeding her that kind of personal information, what else was he sharing? What exactly did their so-called friendship entail? He clenched his jaw, thinking hard, before he answered her. “No. I haven’t forgotten.”


  “I know we’re just having sex, but I have to ask. Did you ever meet a girl’s family?”


  “Yes,” he said. Regina’s family had been warm and welcoming, but then they didn’t have a clue about what their precious Regina had been doing with him.


  Elena propped herself on her elbows and stared at him. “Good, so you aren’t even a little scared?”


  “Why should I be?”


  “There’s a good chance they won’t like you.”


  “Because I’m black?”


  She shook her head, amused. “Because you’re not Catholic.”


  He ran his finger along her jaw line. “From all the things I’ve ever been judged for, not being Catholic was never one of them. Still not scared.” He shook his head. Why the hell would he be? It would be a weekend with her seemingly overbearing folks in New York City, and then he’d go back to life as usual in Colorado.


  “Are you afraid of anything at all?” she asked, her inquiring gaze pinning him to the spot.


  He swallowed. “Not fond of elevators.”


  She frowned, and rested her chin on her palm. “Really? Why?”


  Propping his head over his crossed arm, he said, “I got stuck in one for a few hours as a child.” His gut clenched, and he glanced around even though he knew they lay on the floor of his nightclub office.


  She ran her fingers along his jaw, with a sympathetic smile on her beautiful face. “Oh no. Hours? That’s bad. Who else was with you?”


  “I was alone. I was seven,” he said, and snippets of that gloomy evening flashed through his mind. The cracks on the elevator wall. The squeaky sound it made whenever it reached a new floor. The look of disgust of his mother, after she had to wash his wet pants. You just had to pee in your pants, didn’t you? Useless kid. Always giving me more work.


  “Poor thing.”


  He looked away, then shifted to a sitting position, his shoulders against his desk. “Don’t poor thing me.”


  She pulled her dress over her naked body, and sat next to him. Lord. Why had he told her? Couldn’t he just think straight whenever she was near him? “What happened?”


  “It’s in the past.”


  “You really wanna play that game? I can be really annoying when you pique my curiosity.”


  “I lived with my mother in Chicago. Every time my father was in town and visited her, she sent me out of the apartment so they could have sex. That day, there was a problem with the elevator and it took her hours to notice my absence,” he said in a steady tone as if he described people he heard about. Hadn’t that been what his childhood was like? He’d heard what it was like having a dad—without having one. And the same went for his mother. Even when he moved to Imani’s house in Colorado, when he was fourteen. Even though she had been much more of a motherly figure than his own mom, Matthew always ensured Devon knew he wasn’t welcome.


  The contours of her face hardened, and she tapped his leg. “Go on.”


  “A neighbor realized the elevator wasn’t working, and called for help. Back then, they really didn’t have phones in elevators as they do today in most places, and apparently the emergency red button was broken. It was a pretty shitty building.”


  “I’m sorry, Devon. No kid deserves to go through that.”


  “I remember I closed my eyes and kept hoping to see colorful balloons when I opened them. Pretty stupid. But I clung to that fantasy to calm myself down.” He drew in a breath. No. No kid deserved to know his mother was a spineless coward who kept having sex with her ex, the bastard who came to screw her but didn’t even give her enough money to raise her son—their son—properly.


  “I like balloons. What happened to your mother?”


  “When I was fourteen, we came to Denver. She left me with a note at Imani’s doorstep and took off,” he said, and wondered if the nonchalance in his tone fooled her. His heart squeezed. He hadn’t experienced the type of mother who prepared snacks or went to teachers’ conferences until he moved in with Imani. And her trying hard to make him feel welcome only pissed off Matthew even more.


  “And your father?”


  “My father, the sperm donor, disappeared with his assistant after stealing a shitload of money from the company. But you already knew that, right?”


  Silence descended upon them, and the peace he had experienced earlier deserted him. Was that what was happening? Was he reliving history, worst of all, his father’s history? No. Because he wasn’t a thief like his father, even if they shared banging the assistant.


  His father had fooled Imani into thinking he was a one-woman kind of guy. Devon promised himself not to ever make that mistake, and be honest upfront. Why would he pretend to be into commitment and happy-ever-afters when he knew it was all a lie and cause pain?


  “Yes, I’ve heard. I’m not stealing from your company, you know. And I’m sure you aren’t either.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Why would you? You don’t need it.” She gestured with her index finger. “Just look at this club.”


  “Impressed?”


  She gave him a small smile. “Intimidated. I feel so out of my element. Like the small town Catholic girl who went to a rave. Go Go dancers? An all-female employee team? No wonder your ex was on board with the whole open relationship rule. Otherwise, she’d get an ulcer. I know I would.”


  He chuckled. “I realize how hypocritical this sounds, but I don’t sleep with employees. At the club or the company. And the all-female team doesn’t mean they get to screw me as a bonus.”


  “Those two ladies sure seemed willing.”


  He recalled the pair of brunettes who greeted him with overwhelming enthusiasm before he saw Elena. “That’s the issue. After Regina’s interview, I started to attract the wrong kind of woman. They wanna cash in on my fading fame, or they want an easy lay. It’s not like that. I explained it to you before. I didn’t do threesomes or go to orgies with her. We had an understanding that we weren’t sexually exclusive.”


  She folded her arms over her chest, and crossed her legs. “Did you sleep with other women while you were with her?”


  “A couple times,” he said, and his throat thickened. After having sex two different times with women he lusted over, he hadn’t felt particularly empowered or good about himself. But damn it, at least he was being honest—to Regina, to himself.


  “Of course,” she said in a small voice, and his heart clenched like he just disappointed her. She stared down at the floor, and he could give a thousand pennies for her thought. Maybe not. He doubted she had anything positive to say about his unorthodox lifestyle.


  “Yo. Elena,” he said, nudging her elbow. “I never lied to her, never cheated on her.” Never hurt her.


  With a nod, she shifted to face him. “Didn’t you ever try a monogamous relationship?”


  No. The last thing he wanted was to find a woman who made him an emotional slave, like his mother had been to his father. Someone who didn’t discern right from wrong, and who had no self-esteem. “I’m not good at those.”


  “How do you know?” she asked him in a voice softer than silk. “Does this mean that while you’re teaching me how to up my sex game, if you see someone down the street you like, you’re going to screw her?” She rose to her feet, then started to pick up her dress and shoes from the floor.


  “No. I would never do that to you,” he said, massaging his temples. Tension filled the air. An exasperated sigh left his lips. Why would he waste his time with another woman when the one in front of him occupied his thoughts even when she wasn’t around?


  She avoided looking at him. “Why not? You aren’t into exclusivity.”


  How come the pillow talk got so complicated all of a sudden? “This isn’t a relationship, Elena. This is something temporary. I’m helping you out and you’re helping me out. That’s different,” he said, his words losing energy at the end. Somehow it seemed like he was saying them more to himself than to her, which was ridiculous. He, of all people, knew exactly what they were and weren’t.


  “Of course not,” she said, her voice a notch more cheerful. She slid her feet into her shoes, and flashed him a glance so quickly, it was impossible for him to read the message in her bedroom eyes. Despite whatever attitude she was trying to pull off, he noticed her hands trembled as she smoothed her dress. Shit. “Well, I have to get going. It’s late and I’m exhausted.”


  He stood, and didn’t even bother to cover himself with his jacket anymore. He was about to reach for his shirt and put it on, when he heard her heels clacking toward the door. “Give me a moment. I’ll take you home.”


  “Don’t worry." She clasped the door handle, and he was about to walk to her and kiss her cheeks, when she gave him a tremulous smile and waved him off. “I know the way out.”


  ***


  “Thanks again,” Elena said, before knocking on the door of a beautiful townhouse in Madison Avenue.


  “Anytime,” Devon said, even though he probably wouldn’t meet her family again. A strange emotion welled inside him, and he swallowed hard to push it down.


  Rather than use the company jet, they had flown first class to New York City to avoid suspicion. To his surprise, they chatted about all sorts of subjects, including music, politics, and current events.


  Truth was he enjoyed her company, even on a non-sexual level. Not that that level wasn’t there, lurking beneath casual conversations.


  The door swung open and an older version of Elena filled the frame. The woman whose skin color was a shade darker than Elena’s, had her reddish brown hair up in a bun, and wore a light blue dress, covered by a black apron.


  “Come in, Bambina!” she said, lively, and snatched Elena in a hug. She said something that was either Italian or just above a whisper, because he couldn’t understand. Then, her gaze slid to him, and she smiled.


  “Mom, this is Devon. Devon, this is my mom, Arietta Moretti.”


  “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Moretti.” Devon said, and was about to shake her hand but she enveloped him in a warm hug.


  “Please call me Arietta. So nice to meet you. Come in, come in.” She gestured for them to enter.


  An obscene amount of pictures crowded the beige walls. His mother certainly never wasted any time with such displays of affection, and when he had moved in with Imani, well, she had been kind and warm despite the circumstances that brought him to her door. Especially given the circumstances. But her place was far too refined for that amount of stuff.


  “This is so exciting,” her mother said. “So Devon, do you have any food allergies? Any of this gluten-free nonsense? Almond milk obsession?” She lifted her hand to her chest, and widened her chestnut eyes. “Wait. You’re not vegetarian, are you?” she asked as if accusing him of a hideous crime.


  “Nope. I’ll eat anything.” He bit back a smile, and could see Elena rolling her eyes behind her mother.


  Arietta tapped his arm and smiled. “Well son, whatever you’re eating it’s working. You’re quite a strappy man.”


  He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Should he thank her? His experience with women was vast, but Arietta’s enthusiasm was something he wasn’t sure how to respond to. Older women hit on him, but never ones that old.


  Elena lifted her hand. “Mom. Enough.”


  “What?” Arietta asked, hands perched at her waist. “I was just giving your friend here a compliment.”


  “Thank you,” he said, and refrained from using one of those “I see where Elena gets her looks from” lines. Maybe later when he got to know her mother better, he would come up with something more original.


  Elena nudged his elbow, and the smile she threw at him was filled with encouragement. And gratitude.


  “Is Papa here? The boys?” Elena asked.


  “They all went to the store to buy some drinks. Should be back anytime soon.”


  “Great. I’ll show Devon his room.”


  Her mother nodded. “You do that.”


  Devon and Elena barely exchanged a word as they took the stairs that led to the second floor. In the hallway, he spotted more family pictures, but he avoided looking at them. Instead, he focused his attention on the gentle, alluring sway of Elena’s hips.


  When she opened the door of a room and gestured for him to enter, he smiled. Maybe coming all the way to New York wasn’t such a bad idea.


  “This is your room. Mine is down the hall.”


  He looked at the stern bedroom. The scent of linen and fresh flowers clung to the air. Wooden nightstands framed a queen-sized bed on either side, and on the moss-green walls he saw some soccer awards and pictures of a dark haired kid with a ball. “Separate rooms? Do your parents know—”


  Once again, she rolled her eyes. “That I’ve had sex before? I’m sure they do considering I was married once. But they’re old-fashioned and since I’m supposed to stay here, I thought it’d be easier if you did too. And that means separate bedrooms. Maybe that was a bad move.”


  You think? Earlier that morning, when he suggested she make reservations at his favorite NYC hotel, she had been adamant about staying at her parents’. “No. I’m good with this arrangement.”


  She worried her bottom lip, and wrung her hands. “You’re not a good liar.”


  “I’m not a good anything.”


  “You’re good…to me,” she said. He sucked in his breath, as if there were a gun pointed at his head. She stood there, lovely in that small room, hands fidgety. “Anyway. I better go freshen up before the boys get here. Think you will survive the Morettis?”


  “I’ll survive,” he said, and smiled at the most dangerous one.


  


  Chapter Twelve
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  Elena glanced down at the glass of red wine in her hands. She had held it for twenty minutes now, but with her stomach in knots, she had forgotten to sip her drink. She watched Devon interact with her brothers and her father. God, her nerves were a tangled mess just thinking about what could go wrong.


  What the hell was she thinking? She almost blurted out that she cared for him in his room. Bad, bad move. Seeing good things in Devon was the ticket to Heartbreak Land. The type of relationship he could offer was the one she would never agree to. Not permanently.


  She had stayed in a troubled marriage because of that old-fashioned, deep-seated rationale that marriages were supposed to last. She had been wrong. And now, she was too smart to make another mistake of that magnitude.


  “You’re okay, honey?” her mother asked behind her.


  She almost jumped. “Yes. Just tired.” Elena inhaled the heavenly scent of the bread, a hint of spices tantalizing her sense. Her mother was fixing a beautifully decorated plate, filled with mini bruschetta and mozzarella broiled tomato slices.


  “Take these to the guys,” her mother said, giving her the tray.


  “The guys,” she repeated, holding both sides of the tray. “You realize this takes us back to pre-war stages whereas dynamics of men and women are concerned, don’t you, Mama?”


  Her mother gave her a sweet smile. “Honey, back in the day, everything was simpler.”


  Elena sighed. Anything sounded less complicated than wanting a man whose idea of relationship was to bang several women without repercussions. “That I can agree with.”


  She walked toward the living room—which she always considered large, especially by New York standards. Yet, as the five men stood next to the mantle and talked, with drinks of choice in hand, the room seemed to shrink in size. And she wanted to shrink with it.


  She tucked her hair behind her ear. Why did she bring Devon along? Seemed like a good idea at the time, because she imagined he’d make her feel comfortable. Not to mention prevent any talk about her and Timothy reuniting. Yet, especially after the awkward moment in his room, there was no way she’d ever feel that way. Not when she realized she didn’t have a hold on her emotions. How to stop a flower from blooming?


  “Are you guys done drilling my guest?” she asked. The five minutes she had taken to grab a drink in the kitchen shouldn’t have put Devon in hot water, but knowing her family…


  “We haven’t even started,” Salvatore, the most playful one, said, with a wink. “Dad hijacked the conversation and started talking about watches.”


  Devon gave her a confident smile. Besides the combo of denim, crisp white shirt, and grey suit jacket, he had on a chunky, no doubt expensive watch. Good thing her dad had a thing for watches like women had for shoes.


  “So how did you two meet?” Rocco asked, and good thing Devon was the same height as he, otherwise her brother would tower over him. Rocco raised an eyebrow, and even though he held a glass of aged scotch in his hands, all his attention was on Devon.


  “I work for him.” She stepped forward. There was no point lying about it, when they’d learn the truth sooner or later. Lifting her chin, she stood next to Devon, and even though an acidy sensation spilled in her stomach, she decided to ignore it.


  “You mean you’re the Devon Wilder?” Rocco asked, narrowing his eyes.


  “The one from the sex scandal,” Raffaello said, arms folded.


  Devon didn’t even blink. “Yup. The one.”


  Her blood froze. Well, she could kiss her convenient Catholic Girl image good-bye.


  “What scandal?” Her father asked, scratching his head in a typical Antonio Moretti fashion.


  “I know how you are all dying to dissect this subject, but we’re not going to. This weekend is about Emilio and Tiffany,” she said, and felt like she was tapping at a microphone that hadn’t been turned on.


  Too late. Raffaello’s nostrils flared. “Listen, if you think you can treat my sister like some—”


  Devon didn’t flinch at the finger pointed at him. He sighed. “My relationship with Elena doesn’t concern you. I understand you must be worried because of what has been said about me. But I guarantee you that my dating your sister is nothing like my previous relationship.”


  Of course not. She and Devon didn’t even have a relationship. Well, not for long anyway. Once the truth about who was stealing from the company was revealed, and either he or Matthew got the CEO job, she would be out of his life.


  Her stomach clenched. Why was the naked truth about their fling so nauseating?


  She was about to part her lips and speak, when her mother materialized in front of them, her hand gestures keeping up with her mouth. “Enough. This man is our guest and I’m sure Elena has good reason to have brought him.”


  Yes. He’s easing me back to the dating pool before he leaves me as per agreed upon. “Thanks, Mom.” And protecting me from my well-meaning family of busybodies who’d love to hook me up with my abusive ex-husband again—she didn’t dare reveal that tidbit.


  She yearned to massage her temples, but if she showed any sign of stress the whole day would go down the toilet. According to her mother, Tiffany, Emilio’s fiancée, and a few friends were supposed to come over for drinks and appetizers.


  ***


  Elena smiled at Devon when she opened her bedroom door. “Sorry.” She had used the excuse of needing to go to the restroom to retreat to her bedroom, even for a few minutes, while Devon talked to her mother.


  “Hey. Listen, I don’t wanna make anyone feel uncomfortable. I can stay at a hotel. In fact, this whole family thing is new to me too.”


  She closed the door behind him. “No. You shouldn’t leave just because my brothers are overbearing idiots.”


  Devon paced in the room in slow but completely confused movements. Besides her bed and a couple of chaise lounges, there wasn’t a seating area. Her parents bought the townhouse after her brothers started to make all the money with the olive oil business, and never left the place. Not that it was a bad house. Nope. Just not big enough for that amount of testosterone that currently had invaded its space. “C’mon. They want what’s best for you.”


  She plopped down on the bed. “As per usual, since I was an infant. However, I don’t think they know what’s best for me.”


  He scanned her shelves. “That’s why you moved away?”


  Caressing the embroidered pattern on the bedspread, she sighed. “I love my family. I do. After my divorce, I couldn’t hang out with them anymore. I needed some space.”


  “Please don’t tell me you feel guilty for that creep abusing you.”


  She smiled. Was it wrong to wonder if, at times, he cared for her? Other than just sexually? Heat crept up her neck. “I don’t. I’ve done my homework, remember?” Where would she be without Dr. Hodge’s sessions?


  “You don’t need to take crap from anyone, Elena.”


  Nervous, she stood. Should she be insulted or encouraged by his statement? “Thanks. You are turning out to bequite the travel companion. Stirring up a little bit of trouble with a hint of psychobabble on the side,” she said in a playful tone. Then, she raised her eyes to his. Gosh, what wouldn’t she give to forget the family-meets-boyfriend-who’s-not-a-real-boyfriend fiasco? “Although it’s the trouble part that interests me.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him, but he withdrew. “What?”


  “I can’t have sex with you here. My condoms are in my room, and I wouldn’t want to break that bed.” He pointed at her bed, and she had to agree the curvy carvings and swirls on the frame didn’t scream sturdiness. Her stomach dropped to the floor. Especially good old pounding.


  “Who needs a bed?” She winked at him, and cocked her head in the direction of the lavender round rug.


  His jaw clenched. His eyes followed hers, as if for a second he entertained the idea. Little currents of anticipation traveled through her.


  Inhaling deeply, he shook his head. “Nope. Sex isn’t happening. I’m not old-fashioned, but your parents are. If they wanted us to sleep in different rooms, well, that’s a rule hard to ignore.”


  “How gentlemanly of you,” she teased him. If the gossip sites knew just the Devon she was getting to know, she wondered if they would be more into him or disappointed.


  “No. I’m still a dirty son of a bitch. I just don’t want to stir up more trouble with your folks.”


  “We better get ready for dinner then.”


  “Can hardly wait,” he said, and was that a hint of sarcasm she detected in his voice?


  Can you blame him? Nope. Not a single bit.


  ***


  “Doesn’t look like Toby cooked the books,” Lew, the specialist that Devon hired, said on the other end of the line. “I checked his accounts, portfolio, and even had access to his ex-wife’s bank information.”


  “How did you do all that?” Devon said into the phone. Hacker would be a more fitting job description for Lew. He had avoided contacting him at first, but as Elena suggested the idea that the accountant himself could be up to something, he decided to forgo the rules and take a risk. Why was Imani so adamant about keeping the cyber theft a secret?


  Lew had been hired because he guaranteed discretion. So Imani’s desire for secrecy had been maintained.


  “You know that’s what I do,” Lew said. “The less you know, the better.”


  No shit. Devon rolled his eyes, and rubbed his eyebrows. While a few friends arrived for hors d’oeuvres, he decided to take the call in the foyer, away from the small crowd. “You’re sure the amounts were transferred from the building, you said?”


  Lew sighed. “Yes. Same IPO address. It was blocked, but I found a way to hack it. Whoever did this didn’t even bother to go back home and steal. They really thought they would get away with it.”


  His blood rushed through his veins, pounding hot and heavy. Someone thought they could get away with it. The image of his brother, with his smug smile on his brown face, formed in his mind. “Why can’t we trace the IPO address?”


  “Whoever did this used an untraceable account.”


  Of course. He paced the floor. What if Matthew had been the one stealing all along? Maybe he thought he wouldn’t get caught—maybe even wanted to use Elena as bait to implicate Devon. That would mean he’d get rid of two birds with one stone. He’d get the CEO position and the shares, and get Devon out of the race, and even out of the office. Why did he need the dough? To pay for the shares. “And can we have access to my brother’s accounts?”


  Silence.


  “I’ll try. That will take a bit, but I’m on it. Anyone else you want me to check while I’m at it?”


  Devon sucked in his breath. Palming the phone, he looked at it even though all he saw was the glint in her eyes earlier, when she accused him of being a gentleman.


  He was no gentleman. He was a man who wanted something, and he was damn close to getting it. If he found out the thief, that would seal the deal regarding the CEO position. He’d be redeemed for the sex scandal involving Regina that had been plaguing Wilder & Co. in the last few months.


  Protecting Elena from his suspicions entailed jeopardizing his work. And that he wasn’t willing to do. “My assistant. Elena Moretti. Check her accounts.”


  “Got it.”


  Devon hung up the phone and slid it into his pocket. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he strode back to the living area, where about a dozen guests mingled.


  This whole thing was far too intimate. The suspicions of Elena having her eyes on his brother—and using him so she would get over her sexual hang-ups—weakened after the way she had looked at him earlier. Like she wanted him—and only him. She couldn’t be that great of an actress, could she?


  Can I be that great of an actor? Devon rubbed his forehead. Honesty had been his thing from the beginning. Never had he said he wanted the white picket fence. Or two labs. He shook his head. Where did the stupid two dogs imagery come from? Maybe one day he could adopt a pit bull to take him on his morning runs. Labs were billboards for family pets.


  Entering the living area, he avoided looking at her brothers, who were chatting about something with a couple of women. Of course they hated him. He represented the worst kind of boyfriend material. Who would want their little sister to be with a guy who had been pegged by the nation as a player? And why the hell did that matter? Smoothing his hand over his long-sleeved shirt, he cleared his throat. Maybe there was something in the water that just brought out his worst vulnerabilities—ones until today, he never even wasted time musing over.


  Scanning the area, he searched for Elena like a dog sniffed the ground for a bone. A tall, blond guy standing against the windowsill was talking to her. She nodded, and though she had a smile on her face, her cheeks had gone white as paper.


  He hadn’t minded sharing Regina. And even though he and Elena would part ways after sorting the mess, he didn’t want to think of any guy touching her. His heart skipped a beat as he erased the distance between them with a few powerful strides.


  “Hey,” he said to her, ignoring the man in front of her.


  Elena blushed, and her throat visibly worked. What the hell was happening? “Devon, this is Timothy. Timothy, meet—


  “Timothy? Your ex-husband?” Devon cut her off, and a heat wave of anger built inside him.


  “Yes,” she said.


  Here was the man who had used her like a freaking semen deposit. And he’d hurt her physically, emotionally, and mentally. Devon’s blood pounded in his temples. His heart beat staccato, and when the man looked at him, as if about to size him up, he punched the motherfucker in the nose. The man fell back against a shelf, and a humming whisper spread around the living room. Everyone was silent, but a couple of guys who rushed to pick the guy up.


  “What the fuck?” Raffaello, the one with dark eyes, said.


  “What are you doing?” Emilio took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “You think you can just come here, and punch our friends?”


  The reason why he clocked Timothy tingled at the tip of his tongue. But damn it, Devon knew if he said anything, he would compromise Elena. Whatever suspicions he may have had of her professionally, on a personal level he couldn’t do that to her. Didn’t want to, even if her family hated him forever. Or, he realized as the four men approached him, circling around him, even if he was about to get an epic beating. He was big and athletic, but taking five men of his size was no easy feat.


  Timothy stood, and blood dribbled from his nose. A woman handed him a napkin and he pressed it against his face. His green eyes said nothing, and the way the contours of his face hardened, then softened had Devon thinking the bastard knew he deserved that punch. Sex addict or not, he didn’t have the right to use Elena the way he had. No one did.


  “What is going on here?” Elena’s mother stepped in. “What just happened?”


  Devon could feel all eyes on him. Nothing new. He was used to stares. Growing up he got them often, especially after he went to live with Imani and Matthew. He had always been the one who didn’t fit in. The scandal had reminded him of the stares. Didn’t matter if he was a über successful club owner, investor, and a marketing president. At times like this, the truth hit him like a whip.


  “Devon meant well. He’s not the bad guy here,” Elena said, her voice surprisingly steady.


  “No,” Timothy said, as he lowered the napkin and glanced at the red soaking the paper. “I am. I deserved that and way worse.” He looked Devon straight in the eye.


  You bet you do, son of a bitch. Devon curled and uncurled his hands. His palm tingled for one more punch. Why was he getting so involved?


  “Can someone explain to me what’s going on?” Elena’s mother asked.


  Timothy looked around, and maybe most of those faces were people they all knew, since they probably belonged to the same circle. Was he going to own up to his mistakes like a man, or cower? “I guess I didn’t get help so I would lie about it. When I married Elena, I was a sex addict. I didn’t label it back then, but I put her through hell during our marriage. I’m sorry.”


  Emilio shook his head. “What?”


  Timothy faced all of them, one by one. Devon almost felt bad for the guy, because his apology seemed genuine. Squaring his shoulders, his gaze slid to Elena. With lips partially open and tears brewing in her eyes, she looked back at him. Shit. Was she going to hate him for outing her ex, and outing the kind of relationship she had tried hard to hide from her family? Even moved away.


  Unable to figure out the emotion flickering in her eyes, Devon cleared his throat. This kind of impulsiveness was so not his style. Yet she brought it out of him in different ways. If he were in a sci-fi movie she’d be a sexy robot created to destroy humanity. Or just rip men from their common sense.


  “You hurt my sister?” Raffaello raised his voice, but when he motioned to launch at Timothy and probably punch him too, two of the other brothers held him back.


  “A lot. I was apologizing to her now,” Timothy said.


  “A bit late, isn’t it?” Salvatore retorted. “All this time we thought you were our friend.”


  Raffaello motioned to move again, but the others brought him to a halt. Barely. With flaring nostrils, he groaned. “When I get my hands on you—”


  Elena waved her hands. “Guys, stop.”


  Timothy turned to her brothers. “This isn’t the place. I can explain everything if you want, but I don’t think we should do this here.”


  “Why? Because you don’t wanna ruin the party like you ruined my sister? Blaming an addiction just on your willingness to screw her up?” Emilio asked.


  “Hey, go easy on him,” someone screamed behind them.


  “Easy?” Raffaello snarled. “This guy—”


  “That’s it!” Elena yelled. “That’s why I didn’t want any of you to know about our marriage, because I know you’d go all cavemen on him and land yourselves in prison.”


  One of her brothers tried to speak, but she shushed him. “Quiet. I forgave him, and I don’t wanna dissect what happened. It’s my failed marriage. My choice.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us, bambina? Why did you move away and shut us out?” her mother asked. Devon’s heart squeezed. The woman’s face wrinkled, and she kept blinking back tears.


  “I wanted to handle things my way. I love you all, but it’s my life. Growing up, I always feared what my brothers would think or do. I couldn’t keep living like that.”


  Rocco sighed. “Elena…we always meant well.”


  “I know. So do I. Listen, I need a breather. Devon and I will sleep at a hotel tonight.” She stretched her hand to his, and he took it. She started to walk out of the room, then halted for a moment and glanced over her shoulders. “And guess what? Here’s another shocker. We won’t be getting two different rooms.”


  


  Chapter Thirteen
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  “You haven’t said a word since we left your parents’ home,” Devon said, as they walked through the imposing lobby of The Mandarin hotel after checking in. To the left, a few other guests strolled. A couple of them contemplated the hand-blown glass swan sculptures displayed on a heavy oak round table, and accented by soothing golden lighting.


  “I’m still digesting everything,” she said, and glanced at him. Was it wrong that a part of her didn’t want to find out who kept stealing money from the company? That even though she had gone over possibilities with him at the office and given him some ideas…she didn’t want what they had going on between them to end? The moment they found the thief, he wouldn’t need her anymore. Sexually, she needed him more than he did her. After all, what could she teach him he hadn’t already mastered? Not in the bedroom. But maybe she could teach him how to let down his emotional guard and let someone in. Someone like her.


  They reached the elevators. She walked into the first open door, but when she turned to push the button to their floor, Devon still stood outside. His confession from the other night rang in her ears. Not fond of elevators. No wonder she never saw him on the elevators at Wilder & Co. “Join me?” she asked, tilting her head as invitation.


  “Of course. I’ll meet you upstairs,” he said.


  “You’re not climbing a million flights of stairs, Devon. Come in.” She stretched out her hand. She could just listen to him, and embark alone. But her feet didn’t move, and she decided to address the frustration clogging her throat. Frustration for not being able to be for him what he was becoming to her. “After the crappy day I’ve had, if you’re gonna get all tired and sweaty, it won’t be from exercising, handsome,” she said, trying a lighter approach.


  He stared at her. The doors were almost closing, when he shoved a hand to keep them open and got on the elevator, next to her. If he had helped her face a part of her past she feared, why couldn’t she do the same?


  Even though the confined space was the size of a foyer, and jazzy songs flowing quietly from the speakers filled the space with elegance, there was still something else in the air. She studied his profile. His full lips were pressed into a razor-thin line, and beads of sweat trickled down his forehead. She wasn’t sure if having no one else in the elevator with them was a good thing or not.


  “Remember what you told me in Denver?” she whispered. “That I was gonna kick ass and you would watch it? Now I’m watching you too, Devon.”


  He didn’t move, and his face was like black marble. She held his hand in hers, and noticed his palm was clammy. Biting back a smile, she squeezed his hand, trying to give him some solace. The guy probably hated her. Way to go, Elena. “What are you thinking about?”


  He gave her a sideway glance. “Balloons. Isn’t that pathetic? When I was stuck… I kept visualizing them… Somehow that calmed me down a bit.”


  Her throbbing heart floated up her throat, and she had to bite her lip to keep from spilling just how much she cared for him. She nudged his hand, and when he gazed at her, she fingers traced his jaw. “There is nothing pathetic about you, Devon Wilder. Do you understand me?”


  He watched her in silence, and for a moment their eyes locked. Her pulse fluttered, and a familiar warm wonderful sensation coiled in the pit of her stomach.


  Devon parted his lips to speak, and she bobbed her heard toward him, foolishly hoping good words escaped his mouth. Nice words. Love words.


  However, he cleared his throat, and shook his head, breaking the stare. When the elevator reached the floor with a soundless bump, he asked, “Aren’t you mad at me for stirring things up at your folks’?”


  Why would she be mad at him? “No.”


  He opened the door and gestured for her to go inside first. “Good. I’m sorry about how it all went down.”


  I am not sorry. She’d mused in silence over the fight at her parents’ townhouse all the way to the luxury hotel. A tiny part of her had hoped her brothers—especially Raffaello, known for his short temper—hadn’t beaten Timothy into a pulp. She wanted to believe that her parents wouldn’t be angry with her for leaving their house. And choosing to stay with Devon—in every sense. Then she’d told herself her that she wasn’t responsible for her brothers’ actions, and she had a right to make grown-up decisions.


  Nope. Still not sorry, she reiterated to herself while glancing through the suite’s floor-to-ceiling windows that gave her a breathtaking, panoramic view of Central Park.


  The ginormous room had been decorated with an amazing combination of deep chocolate sofas and dinner table, which contrasted with reds and brushed-gold of artifacts and accessories. After she removed her shoes and kicked them to the side, the handcrafted rugs caressed the soles of her feet.


  For a moment, all that luxury distracted her from everything else. But not from him. Never, from him.


  He stood against the arch of what she imagined led to the bedroom with his arms crossed and his gleaming eyes locked onto her.


  “Wasn’t this view worthy of you getting inside the elevator?” She pointed at the thousand little lights glittering below them. To her surprise, even though they were in the city that didn’t sleep, the suite was quiet. Like the view was part of a movie, but in no way connected to the energy enveloping them.


  He gave her a small smile. “It certainly was.”


  “But you didn’t like going in.”


  “It’s not that I can’t go in if that’s the only way. It’s the memories flashing in my brain whenever I’m forced to ride in one,” he said casually, and rolled up his sleeves.


  She let out a breath she didn’t realize she had been holding for so long. “Sorry. I meant to help.”


  He shook his head, and walked up to her. “Don’t you be sorry. I’m the one who feels bad for somewhat outing you to your family.”


  “No. That was long overdue.”


  Leaning forward, he placed the smallest kiss on her lips, only to disengage and return to his original place. “I’m proud of you.”


  She glanced at her bare toes curling against the soft carpet. “Thanks.” A wave of empowerment swept over her. Surely, she wouldn’t have chosen that venue or crowd to reveal the most intimate secret she’d hidden for so long. But then there was never a good time for bad news to be revealed. Now that hers was out, she was free.


  “For what it’s worth, he was apologizing when you interrupted us. Not that it was the best place for that, either.” And why the hell would the man wait a year after his recovery to do so? Why hadn’t Timothy called her? Emailed? Whatever. Didn’t matter. All she wanted was to move forward.


  “I don’t know how to ask you this, but does it help you give it some closure?”


  She sighed. “I’m not sure. Something tells me my family will be more curious than ever. I just don’t wanna think about it.” However they felt about Timothy was their business. She had struggled to get out of that relationship, and wouldn’t go back again. “I have to say though, I’m glad that I told my brothers off.”


  “Who knew my Elena could be so feisty?”


  His Elena? Shoulders sagging, she shifted her weight from foot to foot and almost lost her balance altogether. Melting. Again. For Him.


  She sat on the sofa, deciding that was far better than just crumbling to the floor. Devon followed her lead, and he knelt in front of her. He caught her ankle, and a frisson of awareness surged through her, and she worried her bottom lip. His gaze locked onto hers.


  His touch ignited a series of sensations within her that she could barely register. It was too much, too good. Too hot.


  He lowered his hand to her heel and foot. She parted her legs a bit. If his eyes were an ebony ocean, she would drown in them. Her nipples pebbled. Not even a freaking hurricane could separate her from him now. “Do you like me when I’m feisty?”


  A smile that could cause accidents at traffic lights formed on his beautiful face. “I like you when you’re feisty.” Massaging the heel of her foot, he dipped his head and gave it a kiss.


  Oh God. She wasn’t a foot fetish person or anything, but this was hot. Seriously. Hot.


  “I also like you when you’re not.” Devon brought her foot to his mouth, and what was left of her almost slid right off her seat. His teeth grazed her toes, and wasn’t she glad she had squeezed in a pedicure the day before. His tongue lapped over her maroon-colored toenails. The scent of her arousal filled the air. “You’re turned on.”


  She could feel heat spreading across her cheeks. Well, yeah.


  “I can smell how aroused you are.”


  She swallowed. Her throat was dry and thick.


  “I love that scent. I love your taste. I love how you’re blushing right now. You want me to take you, but you also want me to keep talking.”


  “Yes.”


  He clutched her feet. “You’re one naughty, naughty woman, Elena Moretti.”


  “You’re a bad influence on me.”


  “I could say the same thing.”


  “How so?”


  He slid his hand higher. A glint of pure male pride flickered in his midnight eyes. Like fireworks from a distance. “Ever since you started working for me, showing up with that array of tight pencil skirts, pearls, and froufrou tops, all I’ve thought about was what was underneath. The way the skirt snugged your perfectly rounded ass. An ass that deserved to be touched. Licked. Spanked.”


  He found the hem of her panties, and his finger toyed with the fabric. God. She was so wet that pretty soon her underwear would just slip right off. “What else?”


  “Remember one day you had on red heels?”


  “Yes,” she answered spreading her legs as she remembered pairing a rather conservative black dress with funky shoes to balance it out.


  Finally, he slid his fingers into her underwear. Her clit was one hot button of sizzling nerves, aching for release. He could just bend her over and fuck her already. But, Devon being Devon… “I masturbated thinking about you shaking those shoes behind my neck. Twice.”


  During those three months, had he wanted her as badly as she had wanted him? “Really?”


  He inserted two fingers into her, and she let out a little growl. “Really.”


  “Tell me more. I need more.”


  Without mercy, Devon moved his fingers inside her, exploring her swollen flesh, driving her crazy with need. She squirmed on the sofa, and rocked her hips into his hand.


  He licked his lips, and his gaze slid to her pussy. “I’ll give you just what you need, baby.”


  Panting, she clenched the arm of the sofa with white-knuckling intensity. Leaning down, he buried his head between her legs. The sensation sent a surge of electricity through her, the currents building up with each lap of his tongue. Teasing her, he continued to finger her while the tip of his tongue flicked her exquisitely aching clit. Moans escaped her lips, and she threw her head back. The little currents swirled into one big tremor, the climax stealing the air from her lungs. Wow.


  She was still catching her breath when he swept her off the sofa, and scooped her into his arms. He carried her to the bedroom. A rush of adrenaline arose inside her, and she smiled as he kissed her cheeks.


  “You make me so wet. My vagina should come with a flash flood warning when you’re around,” she said, barely registering the suite’s gorgeous ongoing color scheme of chocolate, gold, and reds. She didn’t need to touch the walls to notice there was something silky about them.


  He stopped in his tracks.


  She drew in a breath. Oh, I sure suck at this.


  His smile of amusement turned into a hearty chuckle. “Are you trying to talk dirty? You crack me up.”


  He laid her on the mattress, and she pulled him on top of her. “That wasn’t my intention. Maybe I should keep my mouth shut.”


  Tracing her upper lip with his index finger, he smiled. A wicked grin matched the heat smoldering in his dilating pupils. “I can think of a better use for your mouth.”


  “So can I.” She planted her hands on his chest and rolled him so she was on top of him. Why not give him a taste of his own medicine? A flickering light in the depths of her mind reminded her it had been way too long since she’d done this—not because she didn’t enjoy it, but because it had become more of a constant imposition in her marriage.


  Devon is here to help you. If you suck, no pun intended, he’ll let you know. Because he cares for you even if he doesn’t want to admit his feelings. And that thought made her hope for more. But she tucked that hope away. The feelings she nurtured for him didn’t matter. Not once they discovered the identity of the thief.


  Instead, she focused on what did matter. The sex. Because the sex was fucking awesome.


  She unbuttoned his shirt, her fingers skimming over his pectorals. When she started a path of kisses on his chest, her hands hovered over his six-pack. His pectorals contracted, as if he hung by a thread. Good. If she could give him half of the pleasure he gave her, she’d be a happy camper.


  Scraping his skin with her nails, she went down on him, until she was face to face with his amazing hard-on.


  She flicked her tongue on the head of his cock, and marveled at the growl filling the room. Encouraged, she grazed his tip with her teeth, while her hands cupped his balls. They were heavy, nice, ready. She ran her tongue along his length, and when some pre-cum pearled at the head, she tasted it. The tangy, salty flavor was beyond exciting.


  “Fuck yeah. You’re killing me, babe,” he muttered.


  When she took all of him in her mouth, he called her name. Maybe not all of him—but most of him. He filled her cavity, his long, thick shaft throbbing while she sucked him down deep. God, he could come right now and she’d swallow it all. The thought was so outrageously hot, her pussy grew super slick.


  His groan was the encouragement she needed to intensify her mouth’s movement up and down the length of his cock. The side veins expanded even more in her mouth, and the moment he shoved his hand in her hair, she felt his liquid pulsing into her mouth. A primitive force to have all of him, in such an intimate way, drove her to swallow him until she licked the last drop.


  ***


  “Wow. All this happened yesterday?” Kika asked.


  She smiled at her best friend, glad they were able to meet for lunch at a trendy bistro in Manhattan. Kika’s husband’s Ryan had taken Devon out so the two women could have some much-needed girl time.


  Who knew that after meeting each other years ago at the gym, during Kika’s first time living in New York, their friendship would stand the test of time and distance? The irony was that now, trendy jeweler Kika was the one living in New York with her husband, and Elena wasn’t part of the scene anymore. “Yes. I haven’t been home yet.” Or answered the text messages and voicemails her family members left her on a regular basis. She glanced at her cell phone on the table. The buzzing sound vibrated against the linen. Shaking her head, she tossed it inside her tote. “I will though. The engagement party is tonight and I don’t wanna make it about me.”


  Kika leaned back on her chair and played with the long golden beaded necklace she wore. Probably her creation, and worth a small fortune. “I know, honey. Bad timing. I’m proud of you for not backing down and standing your ground.”


  A wave of pride swept through Elena, and she didn’t dare will it away. She cut into her salmon. “Thanks. How is your sister?”


  “Luna’s doing great in Florida. The catering company has grown and she’s a partner now.”


  Elena took a bite of her Niçoise salad. “Wonderful.”


  Kika gave her a half-smile. Even though they didn’t see much of each other, what with Elena living in Denver and Kika in New York, every few months or so when they met it only took her a couple seconds to read her friend like no one else.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Kika ran her fingers through her long chestnut hair. “We’ve been trying to get pregnant but no luck yet.”


  “It’s still too soon,” she said, and reached for her friend’s hand. Six months ago, Kika had miscarried and ever since, besides the doctors saying everything was fine, she hadn’t been able to conceive. “Just don’t stress over it.”


  Kika made a face. “That’s what everyone says. Which, of course, only stresses me out even more.”


  “I’m sorry. Are you seeing any fertility specialists?”


  Kika waved it off. “My OBGYN says I don’t need to. I’ve run some tests, and all my parts are working.”


  “Good.” Elena tapped her friend’s hand then withdrew her own. “How about Ryan’s parts?” she asked just for the sake of it. Appearances could be deceptive, obviously, but the hunky Australian blond didn’t look like he could have any non-working parts.


  “Oh, he’s been tested. He’s good.” Kika sighed. “See what I have just done? Made it about me.”


  Elena winked. “We have that in common.”


  “That’s why I love you.”


  


  Chapter Fourteen
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  Later that day, Devon glanced at a text message glaring on his cell. Elena doesn’t have any strange account activity. No off-shore accounts in her name. He palmed the device for a moment before putting it in his pants, then drank a swig of champagne.


  Around him, the engagement party unfolded without a hitch. They had gotten ready at the hotel, and as far as he knew, Elena had asked their family not to talk about her at Emilio and Tiffany’s engagement party.


  “More champagne?” the waitress asked, holding a bottle.


  “No, thanks.” He sat the flute on her tray, and ran his hand over his head. A strange heat formed in his throat. Damn it. So Elena wasn’t the one messing with the accounts or stealing from his company. Deep down, he realized she’d never steal from the company. And that made him want to trust her. Even more, if she wasn’t using him sexually to get ready to be Matthew’s lover, what did that mean where Devon was concerned with all his commitment issues?


  Damn it again. That left him with an amazing, smart, sexy woman who deserved a man who would make her happy. A man who could give her all she wanted.


  Could he be that man? Did he even want to give up on his path for continuing success at Wilder & Co.? To decrease the number of nights he spent at the club to help take care of a sick baby at home?


  A chilly sensation zapped down his spine. The specter of his father zapped into his mind. If he did all that, would he risk turning out just like his father? And fail Elena by becoming a cheating, lying husband? He kept trying to separate himself from his father’s bad-ass ways, but what if trying wasn’t good enough and blood triumphed over his efforts to be different from the his dear old sperm donor?


  “Hey, man.” Elena’s brother walked over to Devon and he caught a glimpse of her other brother Rocco standing next to them. But instead of looking like they wanted to beat the shit out of him, they smiled. “We didn’t get a chance to talk to you.”


  Devon shook his head. “No worries.”


  Rocco brought his tumbler to his lips while Salvatore continued, “We still have our eyes on you, but wanted to say thanks for last night. I wish I could have delivered that punch.”


  “If you hadn’t, we would never have known what that creep did to our sister,” Rocco said.


  Devon stretched to his full height. Talking about Elena without her next to him didn’t seem fair, even if that could buy him some brownie points with her family. “It’s alright.”


  Salvatore stretched out his hand. “Start over?”


  Devon took it, and gave him a neutral smile. “Sure.”


  “Like he said, though, we are still worried about Elena’s best interests.” Rocco narrowed his green eyes at him. “She doesn’t deserve to be hurt anymore.”


  “No, she doesn’t,” he agreed. Was he hurting her? No. He never promised her anything more than sex, and she seemed to go along with his no-strings rule. Even though sometimes, it was like a lingering emotion drew them to each other like an anchor to the bottom of the ocean. “What about the others?” Devon asked, willing away his thoughts, and pointing at the other Moretti brothers. Emilio, the official fiancé, chatted with his woman, Tiffany something, while Raffaello mingled with the guests.


  “They’ll come around.”


  Rocco took another gulp of scotch. “Maybe.”


  “What happened to her ex? Should we look for him at a hospital or morgue somewhere?”


  Salvatore chuckled. “We’re Italians, but not the mafia. Besides what Elena may think, we know Timothy was sick. We won’t talk to him again, but if she wants to press charges against him, that’s her choice. We’ll support her either way,” he said, the planes of his face sobering.


  “Good. Did you tell her that?”


  Salvatore nodded. “Yes.”


  Devon smiled to himself. A strange sense of completion washed over him, like he just won over a big account. One way or another, Elena would be fine. “Then it’s all that matters.”


  Arietta called them for the toast, and she smiled at Devon. Phew. Of all the members of the Moretti family, Elena’s mother was the one he really didn’t want to disappoint if he didn’t have to.


  Another waiter offered him more champagne, and he took a glass. Maybe it would be best to enjoy the moment.


  Hours later, they walked through the lobby, Elena leaning into Devon. It felt right. Like they were a long standing couple with a history instead of just two people having a sexual fling.


  “Did you have a good time?” she asked as they walked through the lobby, close to each other, their intimacy mimicking that of a seasoned couple.


  He massaged the small of her back. “Yes. They seem like a good couple together.”


  “Are we good together, Devon?” she asked, and he smelled alcohol on her breath. He gazed at her, and the glint of mischief in her big caramel eyes put everything else into the background. Even though it was clearly after midnight, a few guests still hurried to get out of the hotel and get on with their lives. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m too boring for you.”


  Laughter bubbled from his throat. Nothing could be further from the truth. “Boring? No.”


  “Great. Because I’ve been thinking of a couple things to get out of my comfort zone. I’ve been inspired by you,” she said, and pushed the elevator button.


  He swallowed hard. Ever since the night before, he had taken the elevator with her a couple times, to save face. Still, riding the damn thing with Elena by his side didn’t change the way his body reacted.


  The chills. The irrational beating of his heart like he was about to have a stroke. If anything, it made it all worse, with the added pressure of not sounding like an idiot in front of her.


  A couple of elevators beeped and their doors opened simultaneously. Elena chose the empty one and grabbed his hand.


  When the doors closed, she pushed him against the wall. Tipsy Elena was a force to be reckoned with. Standing on her tiptoes, she lifted her mouth to his, and he dipped his head and latched onto her lips. His libido stirred, and his pants tightened painfully.


  He delved his tongue into her warm wet mouth, and she squirmed against him. Aroused, he swallowed the moan that formed in her throat, and she lowered her hand to his groin. Hhhmmm…


  Disengaging her mouth from his, she breathed. “You want to fuck me, big guy?”


  He jolted. Man, she’d learned a thing or two about cuss words and how they turned him on. A hot thread spread through him, and his cock swelled even more. “Always.”


  He almost mocked her quick learning, but he was just too damn horny for humor. “Good. Because my pussy is dripping wet for you.”


  “Here, baby?” he asked, his oxygen supply so low he wasn’t sure what “here” meant.


  “Now. Fuck me hard.” It was not a request.


  Groaning, he reached for his wallet and took out a condom. She helped him, pulling down his pants and taking out his cock. The moment she palmed his hard-on, a shiver went through him. Shit. He’d last even less than he imagined, but given they were only ten floors away from their room, that had to be an advantage.


  She kissed him, and he rolled on the latex. He scooped her up in his arms, and turned around, and she crashed her against the wooded wall while he pulled her underwear to the side, and plunged into her.


  “Yes. Ride me with that delicious cock. Give me what I’ve been wanting all night.”


  His arousal reached an insane level, pleasure about to explode out of him. Fast. Kissing her hard, he almost withdrew his length from her, only to thrust twice as deep as before. Once. Twice. Again.


  She clenched her legs around him even tighter, and caressed his shoulders. Soft moans flew from her mouth, and her body undulated against his. His balls heaved, and the contraction in his stomach had its own freaking pulse. Inhaling, he took his cock out all the way, and within a split second, impaled her one last time. The sensation of coming to a home he never belonged to overwhelmed him, and he let himself spill into her.


  By the time the elevator pinged, she had discreetly helped him remove his condom and fold it into a wad of tissue before placing it inside her clutch. With his fly closed but his heart still pounding, he wiped the sweat from his forehead. The doors opened at their floor, and she walked out of the elevator first.


  He wanted to swallow, but his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. “Yo, sex goddess. What was that back there?” he delivered playfully, while they walked side by side to their suite, although the most intriguing part was how confused he still felt. Even after sex.


  She peered at him, and despite what just happened, the reddening of her cheeks hinted that her coyness would never fully go away. Did he even want it to? No. He liked that about Elena.


  “From now on, this is what I want you to think about next time you’re on an elevator.”


  He squared his shoulders, and glanced behind him. The elevator. Somehow, in the midst of their torrid hook-up, his fear or worse, what caused his fear, hadn’t entered his mind. And thanks to her, maybe never would again. “So you used sex to help me overcome an old fear?”


  She beamed at him. A frank, gorgeous smile that could brighten a dark football stadium. “I learned from you to use screwing as an excellent method of distraction.”


  He took a deep breath, and then released it slowly. His nerve endings sizzled with some strange emotion he didn’t want to label. Happiness? Relief? His throat clogged. What was she doing to him? “Well done, Elena Morreti.”


  “Thanks.” She squealed, and leaned in when he opened the door of the suite. “I may have used Google to research a couple key expressions. You know. To up my dirty talk. And guess what? There’s more where that came from, mister.”


  She walked in front of him and he smacked her ass. “I created a monster.” A sexy, smart, compassionate monster he wasn’t sure he could say good-bye to.


  ***


  “So he went to meet your family?” Janie whispered, even though they were both alone.


  Elena circled her desk, restless. “Yes. I’m not keeping my hopes up, though. It was more about helping me deal with some family drama.” After they’d returned from New York the previous day, he had given her a ride to her place and then returned to his. And just like that, an unfamiliar void flooded her insides.


  She liked being with Devon. Maybe a bit too much, and that unnerved her. Still, she could dream for something more, given everything Devon had done for her during the last few days.


  Her friend sipped her tea, all the while staring at Elena with a look of amusement. “Sure. Turns out The Devil is quite the Boy Scout. I wonder if he would have done the same if you were an old lady with arthritis?”


  “Who knows? He has been surprising me.”


  She nodded, and adjusted her glasses. “You seem really happy, Elena.”


  Elena paced the floor with her hands perched at her waist. At this point, was happiness good or bad? Could she count on Devon wanting her in his life after they solved the crime dogging his family’s company?


  “Thanks.”


  Janie lifted an eyebrow. “Have you guys talked about that smile on your face? I’m sure he’s seen it.”


  She glanced at the empty chair in his office. He had been at a meeting for the past hour. “We talked about a lot of stuff,” she said in a small voice, and realized how pathetic she sounded. Was she really going to sell herself short on that one? She had wanted him to guide back into sexual mode again…fait accompli. She had promised to help him find the real thief, which hadn’t happened. Well, she had given him suggestions but none of them panned out. As soon as one did… Oh, goodness. She didn’t want to think about what would happen afterward.


  Janie glanced at her delicate wristwatch, and made a face. “Gotta go back. Toby’s been asking me to work insane hours lately…”


  She stopped pacing and stared hard at her friend. “Really?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Anything out of the ordinary?”


  “Nah. He’s just weird. Stares at the computer for long periods of time, and then falls back on his work, and guess who has to pick up the slack?” Janie grabbed her tea cup and lifted it. “Talk to you later.”


  Elena waved, and returned to her desk. During the following minutes, as she sent out emails and picked up a couple phone calls, her friend’s words stabbed at her mind. He stares at the computer for long periods of time. Devon had told her that Toby was clean, according to his source. How could either of them know for sure?


  Acid filled her stomach. Something didn’t sit well with her, and it wasn’t the Panini she ate for breakfast. She pulled out the file from her drawer. The numbers were the same, the amounts the same, the name of the fake accounts… She shuddered. Every account had the letter I in them.


  Trying to alleviate her kinks, she cracked her neck to the side. Something wasn’t right.


  Elena tapped on the keyboard and tried to make sense of the ideas rushing through her mind. Before long she had a cohesive thread. Quickly, she printed out the reports from the company during the months when the thefts had started. Even though Devon’s printer was virtually soundless, the amount of pages stacking on top of each other got her attention.


  Grabbing them, she highlighted reports from other departments. It took her endless minutes to scan the pages, and highlight them. She was on her second cup of coffee when she glanced at the reports covering her keyboard and calendar. And a light bulb flashed bright in her brain.


  At last, it was all making sense. Other departments had money coming in…and a few of them had received the same amount from a couple of the fake accounts. Her body stiffened in shock. Coincidence? No way.


  The little hairs at the back of her neck stood on end. She needed to tell Devon about her discovery. Waiting… waiting was not an option.


  She flicked off her monitor, grabbed a copy and left her office to head for the conference room. Maybe she would find Devon there. He often stayed behind after a meeting to make notes and check his messages.


  Inhaling, she opened the big heavy doors.


  At the end of the Brazilian cherry wood desk, Imani stood, and quickly stacked sheets of paper. The elegant woman seemed even more imposing in the otherwise empty space.


  Imani gave her a half-smile. During their few interactions, the CEO had always been courteous and to the point. “Looking for someone?”


  Still, Elena’s pulse accelerated and adrenaline pinged at her fingertips. She held the folder tight against her chest. Would she do it? Hell, her days at her job were numbered, whether she did it or not. And what was the use of learning how to stand up for herself and speak up if she had to ask someone’s permission to do so? Devon would understand.


  “Why did you pretend someone was stealing from the company when you were the criminal all along?” Elena stepped toward the sixty year-old African American beauty. “I know you injected the same amount you’ve stolen into other departments.”


  Imani raised an elegant eyebrow, unfazed. Rumor had it she had modeled for department store catalogs before going to business school. Though Elena just couldn’t picture her taking cues from a photographer. Or anyone else, for that matter. “How did you find out?”


  Elena blinked a couple of times. A part of her appreciated the woman not denying the fact. “It took me a while, but I connected the dots.”


  Imani nodded. “Have you told Devon?”


  “I came here looking for him. But he isn’t here.”


  “No, he is not.” Imani sat in one of the leather chairs and gestured for her to do the same. A sour sensation spilled into her stomach. “Sit down. How about Matthew? Have you told him?”


  Oh, how Elena wanted to dismiss the accusatory tone in Imani’s voice. She couldn’t. Her stomach dropped to the floor. How did Imani know of her friendship with Matthew? “No. I’m sorry, but why would I tell Matthew this?” Elena sat on the edge of her chair, and planted her heels firmly on the ground so it wouldn’t swivel. “I can understand you asking me if I mentioned it to Devon because he’s my boss. But, Matthew?”


  A knowing smile formed on Imani’s glossy lips. “I’ve been watching you, Elena. More than you know.”


  What? Elena crossed her arms. “Why?”


  “When I decided I had to step down as a CEO, for my own health, I vetoed the obvious choices. Devon and Matthew. When my investigator told me Matthew had hired you to keep an eye on his half-brother, I looked into you. You’ve worked for one of New York City best marketing firms. You graduated with honors from business school.”


  Restless, Elena surged to her feet and looked outside. A huge gray cloud hovered over the skyscrapers. She doubted the compliments she just heard were genuine. Maybe the worst was yet to come. “I meant well when I accepted this position to help Matthew. But now I see it was a mistake. If you want to fire me that’s cool, I totally understand,” she said, proud at how steady her voice sounded. Would she still get to see Devon if he no longer needed her?


  A joyful laughter filled the air. Imani gave her a lingering glance. Her eyes gleamed like she found the cure for a terminal disease.


  Elena braced herself for what was to come. What if the woman wanted her not only gone from the company, but also from the industry? What if Imani simply hated her for stirring up all that shit? And for discovering the truth before any of the brothers? God. She was so, so done in Denver.


  “It’s the other way around, Elena. I want you to be the next CEO,” Imani said, lifting her chin.


  


  Chapter Fifteen
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  “Do you know what this is about?” Matthew asked Devon as they strode toward the appointed conference room.


  “No idea,” Devon said. He had just finished one meeting with a client, and all he wanted was to take a breather before a high-profile lunch. He’d been back from New York for less than a day and somehow that weekend getaway seemed like years ago.


  He felt like half a person until he saw Elena again. They’d crossed paths in the hallway for a brief moment earlier that day and she’d winked at him. That’s when he realized he had to tell her he loved her. And take a chance to have it all.


  During their short months together, he had battled his sexual attraction to her, then he yielded to temptation and made love to her. And she was perfect. For him. Now his blood pounded hot at the idea of letting her go. Although sexually she graduated with honors from his tutoring, he had been the one who’d learned the most. That he could trust himself to be the right man if he had the right woman beside him. And that woman was Elena.


  He loved her, and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.


  Matthew scratched his chin. “Do you think this is about Elena?”


  He leaned forward. “What do you mean?”


  “Mom’s secretary, Angie, told me she’s in the conference room with Elena.” Matthew stopped for a moment and turned to face him, his expression sincere. “Despite our differences I want you to know I didn’t tell Imani about what you were up to with Elena.”


  His blood chilled. What the hell was going on? “So you knew?” Devon stretched to his full height. Since when did his half-brother do anything to help him out? Something was off.


  “Yeah, Elena told me.” Matthew shrugged. “We’re friends.”


  Of course. Friends. Which was why Elena hadn’t kept their affair a secret. Elena’s loyalty to Matthew meant far more than hers to Devon. His heartbeat accelerated and blood thundered in his ears. Devon had jeopardized his goal of becoming the company’s next CEO by sleeping with Elena. He’d trusted her.


  God, he had been taken for a fool. Or had he?


  Devon rubbed his temple. Maybe there was an explanation to all this. Maybe Matthew had discovered about the two of them and was simply playing him, to get him riled up. A part of him laughed at his own naïveté, but Devon willed it away. First things first.


  He’d get through the meeting, and then talk to Elena and figure things out.


  Matthew whispered something he didn’t quite hear. When the doors swung open, Devon’s attention snapped onto Elena who sat next to Imani behind the conference desk. Elena. What on Earth could she be talking to Imani about? He, for one, hadn’t requested her presence as his PA.


  A gasp escaped her lips, and he could read the guilt burning in her cocoa eyes. She leaned in her chair, as if there was some sort of cloud surrounding him that sucked the air from the room. And she had no choice but to draw back.


  He curled his fist, desperate to stop the wild race of his pulse. The tension inside him stretched his usually comfortable shirt and jacket. “What’s going on?”


  “Sit down,” Imani said.


  Matthew sat down on the chair at the other end of the oval table, but all Devon managed was to smooth his hand down his tie. Unfazed by his unwillingness to obey her request, Imani clicked on a button to lower the electric blinds.


  “Devon.” Elena mouthed, and he doubted anyone else but him heard her. She swiveled in her chair a little, and he wondered if she was tapping her feet on the floor. Something was up, and fuck, it didn’t seem good.


  “What is this about, Mom?” Matthew asked and tossed Devon a glance.


  “I want to announce I have made my decision about the new CEO,” Imani stood, hands tapping the table, and smiled. “I truly believe this is the best choice for Wilder & Co.”


  Devon curled his fingers into a ball so hard, he felt the ache from his nails digging into his flesh. He swallowed. Why would she make that decision so soon? When neither of them had even unveiled the mystery thief?


  “That’s unexpected,” he said nonchalantly, albeit he was anything but calm. His body was charged with confusing emotions. A moment earlier, he’d mused over loving Elena and wanting her in his life, forever. If she had helped Matthew and betrayed him, would his feelings change?


  Imani upped her eyebrow. “Some of the best changes are.”


  He slanted a look toward Elena, who simply stared down at her lap. If she had told Imani anything about their affair to give Matthew some advantage… She did. His gut clenched. Even though he wasn’t confined in an elevator, his temples throbbed.


  “I have something to confess. There wasn’t a thief. I was the one withdrawing money from the company and injecting it into different departments. Wilder & Co.’s top accountant, Toby, also knew about my plan and obeyed my directives.”


  Devon clenched his mouth. Come again? He had gone over the accounts and hired help, and done all that work for nothing?


  “What the fuck? Why?” Matthew asked, his voice louder than usual.


  “Because I had a tough decision to make. I had to choose someone to take over my position, and setting up a fake problem was a good way to prevent a bloodbath between the two of you. I needed time to figure out whom to pick—you’re both strong candidates,” Imani said. “But you’re also your father’s sons. And he nearly destroyed this company before he dumped me for his assistant and ran off with her. And a lot of our capital. I had to make sure I could trust my replacement.”


  Devon paced the room. What the fuck, all right. “Matthew and I aren’t accountants. If Toby was in collusion with you, how would we be able to spot the discrepancies on our own?” he asked. His brain barely registered the irony that, for once, he and his brother weren’t on opposite sides.


  Imani rolled her forest-green eyes. “A good CEO knows what goes on in his company,” she said her voice deepening. “Which is why you had Elena Moretti do it.”


  Elena Moretti.


  Devon’s gut dropped all the way to the floor. He wanted to storm out of there, but his legs betrayed him, and he remained pinned to the spot. Licking his lips, he could taste the bitterness of betrayal. “You knew about this?”


  Elena raised her gaze to his, and shook her head. “No. I mean yes. I mean, she just told me a few minutes before you walked in.”


  “Why her?” Matthew asked. “She’s his assistant.”


  Imani shook her head and folded her arms over her chest. “She’s not just an assistant and we all know it. Truth is, when I had this idea, to see who would rise to the occasion, I was unsure about who would surprise me. And, behind the lines, Elena surpassed all my expectations,” Imani continued, her voice smooth as silk. “I always thought men often made decisions based on their private parts. This situation proves it.” She paused and pointed at Devon. “You got involved with an employee, which is strictly forbidden in this company.”


  “True,” Matthew said.


  “Not so fast, Matthew.” Imani focused her attention on him. “You let your emotions blind you to what really needed to happen and what was going on in the company.”


  Matthew ran his hand down his face.


  “We don’t need those kinds of problems plaguing Wilder & Co.,” Imani said.


  “She got involved with me. Her boss. How is that not a deal-breaker?” Devon asked. How could Imani, who had always been known for her common sense, be so wrong? And how could she have different rules about the same issue based on who the players were?


  “Elena Moretti came to spy on you and see if you’d slip up. She slept with you. And she could have used that information against you, but didn’t. Instead, she kept her eye on the prize and vowed to discover the real thief. And she has. She should lead Wilder & Co. until you boys get beyond what your father did to our family and move forward.”


  “What about the shares?” Matthew surged to his feet, hands jammed in his pockets. “She doesn’t have that kind of money.”


  “I’m open to making her CEO and I’ll sell one of you my shares.” Imani lifted her chin. “I’ll have one of you be the major shareholder. This way, we can all sort of work together as I prepare to leave my position.”


  Devon curled his fist and slammed it on the shelf. Hard. “This is ridiculous. Do you know the valuable time I wasted trying to figure out who had been stealing from our company?” He ran his hand down his face. Every part of him tingled with compressed anger. Striding toward her, he let it out. “Elena. You played Matthew and me. You got involved with me because you wanted my position,” he said, and a sad chill poured into his bloodstream. She betrayed him.


  Regina had used him to promote herself in the end, but she didn’t toy with his emotions. She hadn’t made him care, like a fool, just to throw him under the bus. She had scratched his reputation, sure, but Regina didn’t cost him the CEO title. Elena did.


  Elena shook her head. “What? No.” She raised her voice. “No,” she repeated this time a bit more commanding. “Damn it, Devon, no.”


  Devon snarled. “Doesn’t seem like it right now. What are you doing here?”


  “I came to talk to you as soon as I found out who was stealing. I thought you were still in this conference room. Then I saw her, and—


  “And you just told her everything.” Because that would make you look good.


  Elena stood, hands perched at her waist. “You think I betrayed you? Really? Or is this because that whole spiel about me standing up for myself came with restrictions? As long as what I say serves your purpose, I’m good, right? Otherwise I have to double-check with you before I open my pretty mouth.”


  “Don’t change the subject,” he said, and vaguely registered Imani and Matthew’s curious glances coming his way.


  For an instant, he wondered if the air-conditioner quit working. He took a deep breath, and the sound of him inhaling filled the otherwise quiet room. She walked toward him, her heels clacking across the wood flooring with intent.


  She curled her fingers into a ball, her shoulders rigid. “I didn’t say yes to Imani.”


  “Did you say no?” He stared deep into her eyes. “Tell me. When she asked you to be CEO, did you say no immediately? Because you knew that’s what your supposed friend there”—he pointed at Matthew—“and I wanted?”


  “I didn’t have time—


  “It’s a yes or no question.” He cut her off.


  Rubbing her forehead, she broke the stare and glanced at the floor. “I didn’t say no.”


  He lifted his hand to his temple, massaging it, trying to keep a vein from popping. Then, a sadness that defied description spilled into him, numbing his pain for a moment. She didn’t say no. Just like Regina hadn’t said no during that interview, when asked about the open relationship he’d shared with her. That no had opened the door to dozens of other questions, and Regina had been all too happy to respond. Was Elena any different? He had thought so. But now…there she stood. The pulse on her smooth neck visibly spiked, and he watched how her fingers trembled as they drummed at her waist.


  “We’re done, Elena. You’re either fired or promoted. Whatever it is… I can’t see you again,” he managed to say, even if each of those words weighed like a boulder in his lungs. Even if they had the power to hollow out his chest and carve a hole in his heart.


  If he fooled himself and kept Elena around…there was no going back.


  ***


  Elena watched him storm out of the office, and her stomach sank. Touching it, she pressed her fingers into her flesh as if she could stop the nausea from getting worse. No such luck. The bile floated all the way up her throat.


  “Well, that was a bit dramatic,” Imani said.


  She turned around to find Devon’s stepmother rolling her eyes and leaning back on her seat. “Very,” Elena said after she swallowed hard.


  “Now, let’s talk business.”


  “I can’t. I can’t talk business and accept a position that Devon and Matthew both want,” she said. Being the CEO of Wilder & Co. hadn’t crossed her mind until Imani suggested it. Would she be good at it? Yes. Would she enjoy it? Hell yes.


  Matthew sighed and loosened his tie. “Ells, hear me out, my mother may have a point. Strategically. If either myself or Devon are calling the shots, the other one will have a hard time listening.”


  “That’s the understatement of the year,” she said, and clicked on the button to switch the electric blinds on and pull them up. The sky cleared up, and a few rays of sunshine entered the room.


  She’d unintentionally hurt Devon, and that had cost her a lot. But he’d refused to see that she wasn’t the bad guy here. That pained her from the inside out. How could he expect her to acquiesce to his demands after helping her come to terms with her past, flourish sexually and stand up to her brothers.


  He only cared about what she wanted and deserved if it didn’t inconvenience his plans. And Elena deserved so much more. How ironic that Devon had been the key to her discovering just how much.


  Emotions welled up inside, and tears burned hot behind her eyes. She blinked them back. “Look, don’t get me wrong. If circumstances were different, I’m sure—”


  “If you hadn’t gotten involved with a man?” Imani asked. “Oh, dear, how many decades have gone by since I last heard those words? Do you have any idea how far we’ve come? Why is it that men always get their way? They mess with us in such a way that we end up making less money or giving up jobs and making it all about them?”


  Elena looked away from Imani’s intense, piercing green eyes and glanced at the view outside. The sun shone brightly over the high-rise buildings—a yellow circle of hope cloaking all the concrete beneath. There was bitterness in Imani’s voice, and she didn’t dare disagree with her. How could she? But she didn’t like being caught in the middle, all things feminist aside. “If I say no, do Devon and Matthew still have a shot?”


  Imani gave her a long glance before answering. “Not at the CEO position.”


  She barely kept up with the beats of her heart. Could she do this? Hell yeah she could. “Okay. I will accept to be the CEO. But I have one request.”


  


  Chapter Sixteen
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  “Why did you ask me to come here? I was in the parking lot when you called,” Devon asked, stepping on the roof.


  Matthew scratched his goatee. “Because this is where I come to think whenever life gets shitty.”


  Devon removed his jacket and threw it on the ground. A cool fall breeze caressed his face, and he almost regretted taking it off. If only all decisions were that easy to change. “By the looks of it, you already have something in mind,” he said.


  He couldn’t help but notice the half-smile Matthew gave him almost seemed…genuine. Shaking his head, he sat on a block of cement. Somehow, the view of the other buildings gave him the misleading sensation of serenity, if only for an instant.


  “Elena said she’d only agree to become the CEO if my mother agreed to sell the shares to both of us. Half and half.” Matthew produced a stress ball from his pocket, and started throwing it from hand to hand. “Since I don’t have the money right now to pay for the shares, that means you can buy all of them.”


  “And you expect me to believe you’re okay with that?” he asked, even though the words burning the tip of his tongue were, Why did she do that?


  “Strangely enough, I am,” Matthew said, then sat next to him. “Man, I admit it, I didn’t do right by you.”


  “Yeah?” Devon said casually, even though the recognition of his brother sent a warm sensation through him. “What is this about? Do you want me to lend you money for your shares? What’s the catch?”


  Matthew gave him a long glance, as if agreeing to what he just heard, then shook his head and willed whatever thought away. “There is no catch. She can be the new CEO, but you’ll be the largest shareholder. She has the title, but you own the company. And we can all work together.”


  “Wouldn’t that be something?” Devon mocked. “She lied to me. She probably lied to you too. And now—”


  Matthew lifted his hand in protest. “Dude, shut up for a second. Elena isn’t this monster you’re painting her to be. She made mistakes, I guess, but all she wanted was to help. In a way, she did. She kept forcing me to see a different side of you. I didn’t want to see it. But she’s taught me that you’re not to blame for our father’s shithole behavior. I was a confused kid when you showed up. I acted like a jerk. And I’m sorry.”


  Was Matthew implying that Elena brought them together? “I thought she had an affair with you at first.”


  Patting his shoulder, Matthew chuckled. “I wouldn’t expect anything else from you. When did you realize she wasn’t?”


  “I don’t know. I guess it was easier to just believe the worst. Because if she weren’t the worst, if she was this kind, funny, bad dancer kind of girl…who cooked like a dream and smiled like the sun—if she were all that and emotionally available, she would be real trouble for me.”


  Matthew squeezed his shoulder. “That meant you would have to become the man she deserves.”


  At first, he almost jerked away from the touch. Could he really erase years of estrangement? “Yes. And it’s not easy being that guy.” The guy who forgives. The guy who realizes when he makes mistakes. The guy who…couldn’t fathom the idea of another man laying a finger on his woman.


  “Trust me. It’s not. I’m separated from my wife and it sucks.”


  He let out a sigh. “I heard. Sorry, man.”


  “Thanks.” He produced a flask from his inside pocket, popped the top, and took a swig. “I had it coming I guess. I was a prick.”


  “Not a stretch.”


  He took another sip then handed it to Devon. “Guess not.”


  “Never took you for a flask kind of guy. Specially this early in the morning. Should I worry?” Devon glanced at the flask, and smelled the bourbon, but didn’t drink any. To believe everything that was happening right now, he needed to remain sober.


  Matthew waved it off. Standing, he stretched as if he hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in days. Devon never bought that karma bullshit, but his half-brother did look beaten down. Alone. And a lot like Devon had felt when he first showed up at his father’s house.


  And somehow he didn’t want his half-brother to suffer. He wanted to help.


  “Nah. I’m fine. Will be. How about you? Would you buy my—our—mother’s shares? So that the business still belongs to the family mostly while Elena runs the company?”


  ***


  “Wow. I can’t believe you slept with him right under my pert little nose,” Holly said, her blue eyes widened.


  Elena would have laughed at the look of surprise on her colleague’s face if weren’t she so freaking worried. Thankfully, the three of them closed the door of the break room and put an out-of-order sign outside. Who cared if the wall was see-through? She needed to talk.


  Janie rolled her eyes. “Really, Holly? Out of all the things she just said, this is what you’re concerned about?”


  Elena wished she had a much stiffer drink inside her cat mug, but coffee had to suffice. She glanced down at the steamy black liquid, and brought it to her lips with a sigh of despair. Never in a million years had she imagined she’d be offered the CEO position of Wilder & Co.


  “She came to work here because of Matthew, and she has just been offered the CEO title,” Janie said.


  Hearing it from someone else sent a rush of adrenaline through her. Or was it the caffeine? She sat down the mug. Whatever it was, her hands shook.


  Holly narrowed her eyes. “You must be a good lay.”


  She would have laughed, but kept her face straight. “I didn’t sleep with Imani.”


  Holly’s lips spread in a devilish grin. “Oh, that’s right. Sorry. Still thinking about why Devon chose you,” she said in a whiny voice, like somehow that was a pill hard to swallow. “No offense.”


  She shrugged. “None taken.”


  Janie crossed her legs, swiveling on her chair. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m not going to accept the position unless Devon agrees to buy his mother’s shares in the company,” Elena said. So what if things turned out much differently than what they all first intended? Everyone had a secret agenda going in on the CEO race. “Imani made it clear that neither of them will have the title, and my plan is to keep them in the company by having them buy the shares. The real power is owning more shares. Devon deserves that.”


  “Even if he doesn’t deserve you,” Janie said.


  Elena tapped her head against the wall. Once. Twice. Maybe if she drilled a hole she’d be able to remove all the sensory memories her mind and body darted at her. Every second. Every minute. Every hour. She couldn’t stop wanting him and praying he’d come around.


  She loved him. And he’d ended their relationships because he didn’t trust her enough to do the right thing. “You’re right,” Elena said. She did deserve better, but still she hoped he’d live up to her expectations. If not, then she’d survive. Alone, but stronger for it. That Devon had played a big role in helping her move forward only made her heart clench. She didn’t want to lose him, but she had to stand her ground, or she’d lose herself again.


  She leaned against the table. Her head touched the cold glass. Hot tears teased her eyelids, but she blinked them back. She’d cry tonight. Alone.


  “So if he doesn’t accept the shares, you’re saying no to the CEO title?” Holly asked.


  “Yes. I know I’m capable and qualified for it, but I’m not stabbing him in the back. Accepting while he got the majority of shares would mean all of us working together. And them not having to worry about hiring someone completely new.” And me being close to him. Somewhat. “When we started all this, I wanted to break my sexual dry spell. But I don’t want a man who doesn’t respect me and trust me. Been there and done that before.”


  “I sure as hell know I wouldn’t let that chance slip through my fingers,” Holly snapped at her.


  Will I? Elena squared her shoulders. Was she really going to let a CEO title come between her and Devon? “I want what I deserve. Honestly, Holly, Devon is better than that and I know it. That’s the guy I want—and he deserves everything but I do, too. We deserve each other. Although he probably feels betrayed and hates me right now,” she said, and as she heard herself, her heart tightened. His mother had left him. His ex-girlfriend sold him to the press. Did he put her in the same category?


  “Who says hating is bad? Make-up sex is gold,” Holly said.


  Janie snorted. “Then sorry-I-stole-your-dream-job sex will take her to Unicornland.”


  “I’ve been worried about getting him the shares and I didn’t really stop to think about how he’s feeling.” Curling her fists, she pushed back the chair and stood. How much longer was she going to keep denying herself the happiness they both deserved? He had been the one who helped her stand up to her brothers, and come out about her failed marriage, and Timothy’s abuse. Why keep the truth from him? Her stomach knotted. Because you can lose him. “I need to talk to him, and get him back.”


  “What are you going to do?” Janie asked.


  A thrill of excitement went through her. She was going to kick ass and he would watch it. “I’m gonna start with balloons.”


  


  Chapter Seventeen
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  “So you’re good with this arrangement?” Imani asked at the other end of the line.


  Devon breathed into the phone. He peered around his office, like he had for the past two hours ever since the fiasco meeting at the conference room in the morning. Where the hell was she? He tried her cell phone, only to hear the jazzy ring tone from her desk. “Yes. She can be the CEO.”


  “This will be better for all of us, Devon,” Imani said, and he could hear the smile in her voice. “When I hired you to work with us, Matthew was against it. Creatively, you are a genius. Even if you can’t always keep it in your pants. I’m not wrong about her. I’ve studied some campaigns she managed in New York.”


  Devon clutched the football-shaped paperweight in his hand. “She’s smart. Caring. She’ll do great.”


  “Wonderful. Matthew said he doesn’t want to buy any of my shares, and given his divorce proceedings that wouldn’t be recommended anyway.”


  Distracted, he looked at the football. Why the hell was Elena hiding from him? Ever since he’d come back to the office to talk to her, to discuss their future, she had been absent. His heart was like a freaking drum, each beat louder than the last. Loosening his tie, he said, “Yeah.”


  “I’ll give you a good deal. In fact, I was thinking—”


  For how much longer would he have to wait? Shit. He sucked at waiting. Surging to his feet, he sat the paperweight down on the table and flicked off his computer. “Can we discuss it later?”


  “Sure.”


  He hung up. Rolling up his sleeves, he strode through his office. There wasn’t any telling item at her desk that announced she’d be back soon. The papers were stacked as usual, her computer screen was black on sleep mode, and not a single pen had been left out of the stainless steel holder. Everything was where it belonged except… the cat mug.


  With a smile, he headed to the break room. If she wasn’t there, at least one of her two friends had to steer him in the right direction. He’d waited a long time for a woman like her. A woman who could make him forget the pain of the past, and make him not want other things as much. Other women. And shit, he wasn’t about to let her go without fighting.


  Someone greeted him as he marched on the hallways. He grunted in reply. Devon had to find Elena and talk to her. Convince her that he was worth a second chance. He stormed in the break room, and was almost out of breath.


  A couple of employees turned around, eyeing him with curiosity, and he rubbed his forehead. He scanned the area, his gaze darting from the table to the refrigerator to the cupboards. Shit. Elena wasn’t there.


  He was about to leave when his cell buzzed in his pants. He withdrew it and a wave of disappointment swept over him. The number wasn’t Elena’s, nor did he recognize it.


  He hesitated to answer, but as he exited the break room he pressed the talk button. “Devon here.”


  “Go to the main elevator,” said a female voice that sounded a lot like Toby’s assistant. There was a snicker, and before he answered, she hung up. Great.


  Elevator? He followed the instructions anyway, his pulse skyrocketing. Eating up the distance with long powerful strides, he ignored the glances darting his way. Who cared? The only thing he wanted was to find her. And kiss her. And never, ever let her go.


  He pushed the elevator button.


  Once.


  Twice.


  Three times.


  The doors opened. Colorful balloons filled the interior. Green, blue, red, and yellow inundated his field of vision. He dipped his head to the many curly white strings, his heart thrumming in his chest. A couple of people whispered a few feet away from him, and he imagined some curious coworkers were as eager to find out what was happening as he.


  Then, it hit him… When he was stuck in the elevator as a child, he dreamed of balloons. And the only person he told that to was…


  Elena.


  Elena stepped forward, pushing a couple balloons off her face with her hands. Her hair was tousled and she had to push some of it from her face to look at him. The moment his eyes found hers, his gut clenched. A flutter went through him. It was as if he were a teenager again on his first date. But, this time, it could be the first day of the rest of their lives. And it would be, he’d make damn sure of it.


  “Devon, I’m sorry.” She spoke first, her voice tremulous. “I swear I didn’t go behind your back about finding the truth about Imani. I never came to this company to be the CEO.”


  “You will be a great one. I accepted your suggestion. And I’m behind Imani’s decision one hundred percent.”


  “Really?”


  A balloon popped, and she jumped. He stepped into the elevator, and had to push a few of them out of his way to make room. How long did that take her, and who helped her? A fuzzy sensation, one that was still new to him, lit him up like fireworks on a dark night. “Yes. I was a stupid idiot for thinking for a second that you were this heartless person who wanted to throw me under the bus. I’m sorry, Elena. I was scared because I love you.”


  “You do?” She squealed. “I love you too, Devon Wilder. I want to fuck you every day of my life. And I also want to do everything couples do before and after fucking.” Although her voice was steadier than before, a lovely shade of red covered her cheeks.


  “Like marriage, and children?” he suggested, even though it sounded more like a statement. “And labs. A couple of them. Maybe a white picket fence?” He meant to say it playfully, although his tone was dead serious. A nervousness that wasn’t common to him crashed over him, and he wiped the sweat off his forehead. Anticipation brewed inside him, as he gazed deep into her bedroom eyes.


  “I so much prefer wrought iron to white picket fences.”


  He caressed her cheek with the back of his hand, and a shot of arousal zapped up his arm. “Thank God. That was a deal-breaker.”


  She watched him, and shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Are you sure? That I will be enough for you?”


  Another balloon popped, but he didn’t take his eyes off of her. “No. You are more than enough. More than I deserve, but I will earn your love every day. When I was with Regina, it was different. It was comfortable and safe. With you… I can’t bear imagining you with another man. Hell, I punched your ex for coming close to you. You are it for me, baby girl. You’re all I want,” he said, enunciated the last sentence as if he wanted to leave no doubt of his love for her.


  She got on her tiptoes and linked her arms around him. “I can’t believe this… I’m so happy.”


  He shoved some more balloons out of their way, and they ended up floating away. “Wait. Does that mean you will change the company’s policy so employees can date without repercussions? Even marry them?”


  Her gaze fell to his lips. “That may be my first order of business.”


  “I know just how to convince you,” he said, and pulled her into his arms. His lips covered hers, his tongue finding its way into her delicious dark recesses.


  The End
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  I salute all the professional reviewers and bloggers who have kindly accepted to read and leave an honest review.


  Big thanks to all my readers, who keep taking a chance on me.


  


  About the Author


  Carmen Falcone learned at an early age that fantasizing about fictional characters beats doing math homework any day. Brazilian by birth and traveler by nature, she moved to Central Texas after college and met her broody Swiss husband—living proof that opposites attract. She found in writing her deepest passion and the best excuse to avoid the healthy lifestyle everyone keeps bragging about. When she’s not lost in the world of romance, she enjoys spending time with her two kids, being walked by her three crazy pugs, reading, catching up with friends, and chatting with random people in the checkout line.


  She loves to procrastinate, so please indulge her and drop her a line @ carmenauthor@yahoo.com. For more info, visit her website: http://www.carmenfalcone.com
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