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Chapter One
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CHLOE POKED AT THE cherry in her appletini. Or, what was left of the drink, anyway. The bartender had already teased her twice that he’d never seen anyone make a drink last two hours before. 

Apparently, every single book and movie ever made about meeting a guy in a bar had lied to her. It wasn’t as simple as taking a seat alone, then smiling and making eye contact with whoever was cute. She was going to do this, though. She was starting a new job, at a top-notch company that actually wanted her for her story-telling skills, and she was going to reinvent herself in the process. 

She’d show everyone she more than a shy awkward geek. The girl even the other computer science club members in high school thought dipped too far into the obscure.

A raucous cheer went up from a table halfway across the room, and her gaze drifted before she could stop it. The group had been there for maybe half an hour, and with each passing minute got louder. She expected that. What kept drawing her eye, was the sexy guy with them. Dark blond hair, gorgeous blue eyes, and the way his faded Atari T-shirt hugged the muscles of his torso was almost a sin. 

Someone at the table said something else, from the roll of his eyes she was glad she couldn’t hear it, and everyone but him roared with laughter again. He shook his head, his gaze met Chloe’s, and his scowl melted into a smile.

So not fair. That made him even more attractive. Oh, right, she was supposed to return the look. It was the entire reason she was here. When he pushed his chair back and strode in her direction, her pulse hammered in her ears. 

He took the seat next to her, and his arm brushed hers. “Can I buy you another of whatever you’re drinking?”

He even had a sexy voice. This wasn’t real. Was it? “No thanks. I’ve had enough.” The words tumbled out before she considered them, and she cringed. She rushed to add, “I mean, I’m starting a new job, and I don’t want to be hungover.”

He gave a light chuckle. “A bar might not have been the best idea the night before, in that case.” 

“I don’t start until Monday.” Wow, she was as awkward as ever. Apparently, new scenery and a resolution to change didn’t make it happen automatically. 

His brow furrowed for a moment and he studied her. “Good. I suppose. That gives me all weekend, right?”

And her thoughts ground to a halt, before spinning up at high speed, and diving into the analytical. The wink said he was teasing. Or being seductive. Was that meant to be innuendo? Was he just making conversation? What was she supposed to say next?

He raked his fingers through his hair, and his confident mask faltered. “I’m coming on too strong, aren’t I? I’m new at this.”

“No, not at all. You’re confident, and that’s attractive.” Heat flooded her cheeks. “Your friends are kind of obnoxious though. I mean—Crap. I’m just sticking my foot in my mouth all over the place.”

“I like it.” His gaze was back on hers. Up close, his eyes weren’t just blue, they were cool and clear, like warm ice. A combination her editor would point out didn’t make any sense. Maybe she shouldn’t have had the one drink. “It’s assertive, and that’s attractive.” His smile twitched as he mimicked her words. “Besides, they’re not my friends, they’re my co-workers. We met our deadline so we’re celebrating.”

She’d placed him as about the same age as her twenty-one, and the way he held himself and spoke reinforced that. 

“What kind of deadline? What do you do?” she asked.

“You don’t want to know. I tell you that, it taints your opinion of me, and you walk away because everyone thinks the computer guys are geeks.”

And they worked in similar fields. Sort of. She was going to write stories for video games, but it was still a technical field. 

She very well might be dreaming. Had she passed out at the bar from boredom? Might as well go with it. “That’s not true.”

“It’s true. As soon as anyone catches a whiff of how geek I am, they scurry in the other direction.” There was no self-effacing in his tone, or any kind of bid for sympathy. He seemed playful about the statement.

“I know that story. Personally even. There’s no way you’re that severe.”

“I guess that’s all a matter of opinion, isn’t it?” He leaned in, rested his forearms on the bar top, and brushed her arm with his fingertips. “You toss enough obscure one-liners at someone, and suddenly your hardcoreness is exposed.”

“I’m not sure that’s a word.” Her tension was evaporating as the conversation progressed. “But I like it.” And she was using it in her next fanfic.

“Are you sure I can’t buy you a drink? Virgin?”

Screw second-guessing herself. She was going to let the thoughts flow and hope it didn’t bite her later... Though she wouldn’t mind if he did. “I’m not. It’s not a long list, but there are a couple of guys on it.”

He opened his mouth, paused, and then laughed. “I see what you did there.” He waved the bartender over. “Jack and Coke for me. And whatever my lovely companion wants.”

“Another of the same.” Chloe held up her glass. “Extra cherries.”

“So I can get you out of those wet clothes and into a dry martini?” His words were quiet, only meant for her ears, but a thread of heat flowed through them. It wasn’t the cheesy line, it was that he quoted a classic film without hesitation.

She squirmed in her seat for show. “Not wet yet, but the night’s still young.”

Mr. Gorgeous leaned closer. “I’m going to be glad I came over here.”

“I hope you already are.” This was fun.
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Chapter Two
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JORDAN DIDN’T CARE for the bar scene, though the little dive near the office made a fantastic blue cheese burger. It was the only reason he agreed to join the development team here to celebrate meeting their most recent deadline, and getting their game to Quality Assurance on time. 

Now that he thought about it, he’d never ordered that burger. The woman with the tiny but seductive smile caught his attention the moment his group walked in, and never let go.

Better still, he’d lost track of how long he and she sat there, swapping their favorite one-liners from movies, mingled with great conversation. They’d been there for two hours? Three? Long enough most of his co-workers had gone for the night.

Each time she laughed, tucked her hair behind her ear, or chewed her bottom lip, his cock stirred. She’d scooted close enough her knee touched his, and when she shifted, her arm brushed his. “What are the odds, that out of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, I’d walk into the same one as you?” she asked.

“Never tell me the odds.” The conversation was for them alone, with how closely their heads bowed together. Another inch or two, and he’d taste those full lips. And fuck, that was tempting.

“Quick impression for you.” He was going to push the boundaries of teasing further, and hope he didn’t get too obscure for it to work. Here goes nothing. He leaned back on his stool, closed his eyes, and moaned in his best impersonation of an exaggerated female orgasm.

“Oh God.” Her giggle was tingled with embarrassment.

He pried one eye open to see her cheeks were bright pink. Her blush was enticing as everything else she did. He straightened in his seat. “Well?”

“I’ll have what she’s having.” She followed with the next line from When Harry met Sally.

It was the opening he wanted. He settled a hand on her bare knee, below the hem of her skirt, and nestled his mouth near her ear. A soft wave of cherry filled his head. “I can arrange that,” he whispered.

A whimper, so faint he might have imagined it, tore from her throat. “What did you have in mind?”

“How wicked are you feeling?”

She pulled back enough to meet his gaze, covered his fingers with hers, and slid his hand higher on her leg. “Very.”

His dick strained against his zipper. This was the kind of opportunity karma extracted a due for, and he didn’t care. He wasn’t passing this up. He trailed his nose up the side of her neck, back to her ear. “Follow me.” 

She tangled her fingers in his, and stood when he tugged her toward the back hallway leading to the bathrooms. The place was tiny enough there were no stalls. Just a single room for each gender, and locks on the outer doors. The women’s room was empty, and he nudged her inside, locking the door behind them.

Her squeal melted into a sigh when he kissed her. She tasted like cherries and sour apples. If he got any harder, he’d pop his jeans. Hands on her hips, he guided her back toward the sink. She dug her fingers into his chest when he deepened the kiss and slid his tongue into her mouth to dance.

Every time she moved, her hip dug into his cock, teasing and tempting. He grasped his last threads of reason, broke away, and rested his forehead against hers. “Promise me you’re not drunk.”

“I promise.” She swiped her mouth over his, and caught his bottom lip between his teeth before pulling away. “This is completely consensual.”

“Fuck the hell yes.”

She ground against him again. “Hellsing Abridged. Team Four Star.”

She got hotter every second. He barely had the mental capacity to know he was quoting obscure references, and she picked them up without thought. At least one of them was in their right mind. “We’re not playing anymore.”

“We are.” She stepped back, taking him with her. “It’s just a different game.”

“I like the way you think.” He glided a hand under her shirt, and up her bare stomach, to brush the bottom of her bra.

“I’m not just another pretty face?”

“You’re not.” He grazed his thumbs over her breasts, and she arched her back. “But I do like the view.” 

Every time he skimmed her nipples through fabric, she gasped and pressed into his touch. He wanted to strip her down slowly, revealing her an inch at a time, then spend eons kissing every bit of her bare body.

Not the best idea, given their environment. His dick was grateful to not wait. Every time she squirmed against him, hip digging into his erection, it begged to be buried inside her.

“How long do you think we have before someone pounds on the door?” Sharp gasps punctuated her question.

He whirled her so her back was to his chest, and pulled her into him. Her heat seeped into him, taunting and teasing. He drew his tongue along the side of her neck. Fuck, she was delicious. “Not long.”

Her pout—exaggerated and completely alluring—reflected back at him in the mirror. The lighting in here was shit, but she still looked amazing. Hair over one eye, pink spreading across her cheeks. She wiggled her ass against him, voice playful. “So, do we just make eye contact in the glass until then, or...?”

“I had something more hands-on in mind.” He shoved her skirt up over her hips. Red satin and lace covered her ass, teasing him. He slid his hand under the elastic, and watched her reflection when he dipped lower. The way her eyes closed, and she leaned back into him with a sigh when he brushed her mound. The part of her lips when his fingers glided between her folds.

He grazed the soft skin of her neck with his teeth, then followed with tiny kisses, inhaling her intoxicating scent. “Fuck, you’re so wet.”

He found her clit, and she jerked into his hand with a sharp, Oh. Those tiny noises were rapidly becoming his favorite sounds. As he stroked the swollen nub, she bit her bottom lip, and thrust against his fingers. Each sway of her hips made him harder. Watching her chest heave with stuttered breaths. He could probably cut glass with his dick right now.

Her gasps and moans grew more punctuated as he stroked her. She dug her nails into his arm, gripping tight, sending tingles of pain and ecstasy racing over his skin.

When she came, mewling and pressing into his fingers, he swore it was almost enough to get him off. He needed to be inside her.

She rested more weight against him. She was warm and tempting. “I want you to fuck me.” Her words were broken by grabs to catch her breath. She hooked her thumbs in the elastic of her panties, and bent at the waist as she slid the underwear down, giving him a perfect view of her round ass.

He barely had enough blood left in his brain to remember to grab a condom from his wallet, unzip his slacks, and wrap his cock. A wicked smirk greeted him when she glanced over her shoulder.

He smoothed his palm along her cheek, and between her legs, parting her, letting the slick coat his fingers, before he fisted his erection. Other hand on her hip, he nudged her opening. He wanted to tease a little more, but he’d already abandoned his restraint. He thrust inside her with a single push, burying himself to the hilt before pulling back out almost to the head.

She gripped the edge of the sink, red silk crinkling in her hand, and drove back against him, prompting him to increase the pace.

“I can’t hold out if you do that.” His words were strained.

“I know.”

He dug his fingers into her pelvis, holding on for all he was worth, slamming inside her, hitting something deep that made her face scrunch up and tore cries from her throat. His head swam, light and threatening to float away. 

When she came again, she clenched around his cock, squeezing and making flashes of light dance across his vision. He pounded harder, feeling his balls tighten. Pressure building inside. His pace grew to frantic, and orgasm spilled through him. Still he thrust against her, hard and fast, until they were both spent, and her wobble told him her grip on standing was as tenuous as his.

He slid out of her, as he helped her straighten. With one hand on her stomach to steady them both, he kissed along the back of her neck. “A million times better than Meg Ryan ever sounded.”

The noise drifting from her chest was something between a giggle and a sigh. “I hope so. I meant it. God, that was wonderful.”

“Something to carry with you into Monday, and the new job.” As he smoothed her skirt down, he couldn’t resist sliding his hand along the curve of her ass, and memorizing more of her contours.

She whirled, mischief dancing in her eyes, stuffed her panties into his jeans pocket, then draped her arms around his neck. “I’m hoping you won’t carry those into Monday. But something to remember this by.” 

He interlocked his fingers against the small of her back, and kissed her hard, drilling it all into his head. The way her entire body molded to his. The soft yield of her mouth. The entire evening. He needed to get her number. Her name. How had they missed exchanging names? He was going to see this woman again.

Someone pounded on the door loud enough to rattle the mirror. “Hey. There are people waiting out here.”

Her cheeks flushed scarlet, and she stepped out of his reach. “Thank you for tonight. It was amazing.”

“Wait—”

She was gone, vanished past the glaring woman on the other side of the door, and down the hall, before he could reach for her.

He gave the waiting stranger and knowing grin, and chased after his Cinderella. She was gone, though, and instead of a shoe, she left him with a souvenir he’d never match to anyone, and a memory he’d never forget.
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Chapter Three
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CHLOE FOLLOWED ZACH, the CEO and one of the company co-founders, from the elevator and down the hallway. Excitement spilled inside her. It didn’t hurt she’d worn a smile since her Friday night hook-up with Mr. Gorgeous. Sex in a dingy bar bathroom. Part of her still didn’t believe she’d done it. It had been so illicit, at least for her, and the memories would keep her company for a long time. 

It was better than any filthy story she’d written, because it was real.

She wasn’t sure she’d find the courage to do something like that again any time soon, but she didn’t regret it for a moment. Well, that wasn’t completely true. She regretted not sticking around long enough to get the guy’s name. 

“Everyone saw how all over you she was.” A male voice drifted to meet them. “There’s no way you didn’t tap that.”

Zach glanced over. “They’ve been warned about this. If the language bothers you, never hesitate to come talk to me. We want our office to be a harassment free environment.”

Chloe gave him a reassuring smile. Right. Like she was going to be the squeaky wheel. Besides, she knew from her older sister that Zach talked as much locker room trash as anyone. Rae and Zach dated in high school. 

Chloe had gotten this job on her own merit though, and she wasn’t letting raunchy conversation scare her away from it. Especially since she’d written worse. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.”

“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell. Or in this case, fuck and tell.” The new voice almost froze Chloe’s feet to the ground. She knew who it was before they rounded the corner and she saw Mr. Gorgeous in the middle of a block of cubicles, talking to the group he’d been in the bar with Friday night.

She swallowed back the sick rising in her throat.

“What was her name? Dude, did you even get it?” Someone asked from the confines of their desk.

Zach cleared his throat, and Mr. Gorgeous looked up. His laughter evaporated, and his face went pale when his gaze met Chloe’s. If Zach noticed, it didn’t show. “Jordan, everyone, this is our new writer. Storylines are her domain.”

“Chloe.” She stepped forward, hand extended. “Nice to meet you.” She wasn’t going to be sick. She wouldn’t react.

A few heads popped out from behind their walls, and suddenly the room erupted in whistles.

God, she couldn’t do this. This was the part where she needed to tell Zach she couldn’t work in an environment like this. She’d made a mistake. Her mind whirred a million miles a minute—was she willing to surrender her dream job over something like this?

No.

“Jordan will take things from here,” Zach was saying. Another round of catcalls burst through the room. “The entire staff will be on their best behavior, because they know regardless of job title, they don’t act like children at the office.” Warning crept into his tone.

“I’ll show you your desk and introduce you around.” Jordan kept his distance. Was he going to play it cool? Pretend nothing happened? Maybe that was okay.

Except every time Chloe looked at him, she’d remember Friday night, and how much fun it had been. How good not only the sex, but the conversation was. And everyone else already knew too. They certainly weren’t pretending it didn’t happen, whether or not they knew details. 

On top of that, she didn’t want to walk away from this job. Writing the scripts for video games, for an up and coming, privately owned company, that had a reputation for pushing limits.

“Are you all right?” Zach asked.

Chloe forced a smile into place, and hoped over the next few hours or days it would turn natural. “Never better. I can’t wait to get started.” 

“Great. Welcome to the team. You have my extension, and you know where my office is if you need anything.” Zach stepped back. 

More whistles.

“Hey.” Jordan’s bark echoed off walls. “Knock it off. Back to work.” He gave Chloe a smile far too similar to the one that had seduced her out of her panties. “Let’s get you started.”

She braced herself for more jeers, but only heard a couple quiet snickers. That meant they’d gotten it out of their systems, right? Please let their fascination with our hookup fade quickly.

Jordan was one-hundred percent professional as he showed her to her cubicle, gave her login information, and a run-down of what to expect from the job. She’d join him in meetings until she was more comfortable in her position. Apparently he was the head of art, and creatives had to stick together. 

Apparently his definition of stick together was tell every other guy in the office that he’d gotten lucky. How many details did he share before she got there?

The rest of the brief orientation passed without too much incident. He pulled up a list of company procedural documents, apologized for the dry reading, and told her to familiarize herself with internal policies before lunch. Then he excused himself back to his desk.

Chloe dragged in a few calming breaths, to settle her churning gut. She could do this. One day at a time, that’s how she’d make it through. Things would probably get better.

Moments later, something flashed on the bottom of her screen. A messenger app, and a note from Jordan.

I’d rather do this face-to-face, you deserve that. And I’ll tell those assholes to can it every time they speak up. But the last thing you need is for them to have more to talk about.

She clenched her fists, hands shaking. She didn’t know if she was grateful for the reprieve, or just the tiniest bit pissed off he made that decision for her. Or at least, blamed it on her. Another message chimed in.

I’m not sorry about the other night. I am sorry about the way they’re acting and that they know.

What was she supposed to say to that? If she was sucking it up, she couldn’t tell off her counterpart. It’s done. I’ll deal with the consequences. Thanks for not sharing details at least. 

She prayed that was true.

It’s between you and me. I promise.

She stared at the words a little longer, not sure how she felt amid the bubble of confusion already churning inside, then turned back to her reading. 

The minutes ticked away, and the room fell silent. A glance at the clock told her it was almost ten-thirty. She’d made it through half a morning. The next... entire rest of her career would be no problem.

Something rustled in the background, chairs shifting, people moving around, and she ignored it. Then her messenger flashed.

Mason—which one was he?—said, I’m pulling together some early models. Do you want to watch while I work?

Good. What she was here for.  Sure. Where are you?

Men’s bathroom. 

Snickers rolled through the room, and her face heated red-hot. She wouldn’t respond. No reason to feed the trolls. She swallowed her embarrassment and focused on the documents.

Then the messages spilled in. 

I’ve got a male to female converter. Know where I can find a port to stick it in?

One every few seconds.

Help me stop my dongle from dangling?

With snickers after each.

I’m testing an open port sniffer. Want to volunteer?

Until she lost track of who sent them.

Need to use a back door to get rid of some dirty cache. I hear you’re an expert.

The entire room exploded in laughter. She had two choices—tattle to Zach, or ignore it and hope they got bored.

Fuck this. She wasn’t starting her career this way, cowering in the corner, hoping someone else fought her battles. Her palms hit the desk with a loud slap when she stood. “Fine. Let’s do this,” she said loud enough for her voice to carry, without yelling.

She kept her back straight, and her gaze forward as she strode toward Jordan’s desk in what she hoped was an even gait. If the cubicles were shorter, would she see heads popping over the walls like gophers if she turned around? Were they doing that anyway?

Jordan was on his feet when she reached him. “What’s going on?” he asked.

She held up a hand, palm out, in a stop gesture, and prayed her voice would stay steady. It wasn’t about the job anymore. This was her dignity. “Let’s get this out of the way now.” 

Jordan raised his brows. 

Her next words stalled in her throat. Misspeaking could get her fired, and it wouldn’t be the kind of thing she’d come back from. Not easily. But it was better than cowering. If it came to losing her job, she’d find a way through. 

“Yes, that was me at the bar Friday night.” She spoke loud enough—she hoped—for the room to hear her. “No, I didn’t know him before then. It doesn’t have anything to do with work. I don’t expect to be treated differently in either direction.” She inhaled deeply before continuing. “And it doesn’t mean I owe any of you anything similar, or any details. I’m not going to tattle, or hide from this. It is what it is. You’re adults. Deal with it.”

That sounded too harsh. But she couldn’t think of a better way to phrase her thoughts, without leaving room for argument or misinterpretation.

She risked a look at Jordan, who still watched her, eyes wide. He shook his head, and stepped toward her. She moved back enough to keep out of his way, trying not to look like she was retreating. 

“Are we done now?” He locked his gaze on her, his tone a similar volume to hers.

“Yes.”

“Everyone else. Are you done?” he called.

A murmur of yesses bled across the floor.

“Good.” Jordan clipped the single word off. He stared at Chloe, expression an impassive mask. “Subject is closed. Anyone brings it up again, and we’ve got issues.”
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Chapter Four
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TWO YEARS LATER

Jordan shifted from one foot to the other to try and ward off February’s creeping cold. It was Valentine’s Day, he was on call, and their servers had crashed. Worse, he’d forgotten the data center password, and was stuck outside in subzero temps until his on-call counterpart arrived.

Working for a small company had a lot of benefits. But one of the downsides was everybody with tech knowledge took a turn being the emergency contact if something failed. Even the Director of Art and Design.

He shoved his gloved hands into his slacks pockets, but it still didn’t warm his fingers. In spite of all that, he was relieved to have gotten the automated text that things were down. He fingered the silk fabric in his pocket. He couldn’t feel the texture, but he knew exactly what it was.

Everything breaking gave him an escape from a disaster dinner that cost him two days’ salary, and a six-month relationship. Though really, things with Cherise were bound to fall apart sooner rather than later.

Another car pulled into the parking lot. It had taken Chloe less than ten minutes to get here. He’d known he wouldn’t be waiting long. Managers sucked it up and took the holidays, and as had been the case since she started her job, his other was the Director of Creative. 

He tried not to stare as Chloe strode toward the building. Her black dress hugged her curves. Even her leather jacket snugged around all the right places. He’d enjoy the view, but that wasn’t why he was grateful she was his counterpart tonight. 

“Waiting for me? I’m touched.” Her tone was almost as cool as the air, and she stepped around him to punch into the building. The data center hosted servers for a dozen large corporations, so their security was tighter than most banks. Key code to get in. Fingerprint scanner after that. And guard checking ID’s before entering the server room itself.

“I just got here.” Not a complete lie. The restaurant was only a few minutes away. He hadn’t planned it that way, but maybe subconsciously he’d hoped for it.

They checked in, and made their way toward the locked cages with their racks. “Hope it didn’t ruin your evening.” There was no malice in her tone. Or sympathy. Or any other emotion.

She didn’t expect a response. It was why her name on the roster made him grateful. “Messages say Snowbird is up and down. Reboot services?” he asked. All of their servers were named after local ski resorts.

With that simple exchange, the both slid into work mode. The exchanges were all technical and about the issue at hand.

Since she started two years ago, he’d watched her shift into a different person. Both more forward and more withdrawn, if that was possible. He still remembered her first day in the office distinctly. The stand she took, and how fierce she looked doing so.

She’d made it her mission to prove she earned her job. Not only because her sister’s ex-boyfriend ran the company, but as her personal mission to remind everyone she wasn’t the office slut joke.

And she more than deserved her title. She ran her department efficiently and fairly, and their games had won awards based on the storylines she came up with.

The harassment had never stopped. She didn’t mention it, but he heard the snickers. She was always polite, to him and everyone else, but never more than professionally friendly. The first few months he offered repeatedly to step in, and the few times he’d done so anyway, she shut him down.

Now they had this. A colleague who would ask him about his weekend, never expecting to hear more than It was great, yours? Someone who was incredible at her job. And the least likely person in the entire company to ask him about his Valentine’s Day.

Exactly what he wanted tonight. From anyone but her. The thought rushed in, startling him, and he tucked it aside.

She typed away on one system, checking her side of things, while he looked into his. Silence settled into the room, punctuated by keystrokes, and the occasional back and forth.

“I think we need to reboot Brighton,” he said. 

“I’m sorry, Dave. I can’t let you do that.”

He looked up to see a smile twitching on her face. She met his gaze for the briefest second, before turning back to her work and saying, “Give me a minute to close connections.”

More tapping filled the air, along with the frequent groans of, That’s not good, and, Shit, are you kidding me, then finally, Fuck.

With that one, he gave Chloe his full attention again. When she wielded foul language in casual conversation, instead of killing off characters in her frustration, it was a bad sign. “What’s up?” he asked.

“Corruption is severe. We need to do a full restore.”

In other words, it was going to be a long night.

Jordan could almost hear the clock ticking in his skull as they worked to swap everything over. The worst part would be waiting for the backup to restore. Nothing to do in the meantime but sit, and hope it went smoothly. 

He leaned back in his seat as the restore kicked off, and raked his fingers through his hair. 

“I always hate this part.” Her tone had softened from crisp professionalism to something more casual. Somewhere along the way, she’d stripped off her coat, and now that he had time to look, he struggled to drag his gaze away again.

The black knit dress hugged her torso, followed her waist, and didn’t even come close to reaching her knees where they crossed. Black stockings contoured her long legs, and ended in heels that made her as tall as him when she was standing.

At least one of them should enjoy the night. “I can monitor this, if you want to get back to dinner.” 

“So you can take all the glory?” She gave a tiny laugh and shook her head. “Thanks, but I’ll pick things up another time.”

“At least he understands being on call, right?” The other day in the breakroom, everyone had been swapping their plans for the night, or lack thereof. 

He’d watched Chloe try and slide in and out without being noticed, but she’d gotten sucked into the conversation, and spilled that a friend had set her up with a med student. 

“I hope you enjoyed the time you got.” What was he doing? This wasn’t the kind of small talk he wanted to make. Movie quotes were fine. Digging into a co-worker’s love life—Chloe’s specifically—was so low on his list of things he needed to know.

“It was indescribable.” Some of the cool flashed back into her words. Was that because she didn’t want to talk about it? Most likely. “He was gorgeous and intelligent. Donates his free time to children with cancer. He was pre-grad top of his class.”

“So he was a humorless dick?” The retort slipped out before Jordan could stop it.

“Why would you say that?”

That was a good question. Why had he? “Because you like a sense of humor and it’s not top on his list of traits. Besides, you’re talking about him in past tense. So either you don’t plan to ever see him again, or he’s dead. Which, I suppose, same result still.”

She gave a half-laugh, half-exhale, and her shoulders relaxed. “He was a humorless dick. He said something—I couldn’t even tell you what—and I made the mistake of letting my inner geek show, and replied with, Remember, hacking is more than just a crime. It's a survival trait.”

“Not a fan of Hackers, then?” Jordan didn’t think that made the guy humorless. The movie was campy.

“Not a fan of jokes, apparently. He spent the next half hour lecturing me on why that wasn’t appropriate because the number of homeless children and runaways in Portland is so high.”

Jordan furrowed his brow. “Sad and horrific, definitely. How are Hackers and Portland runaways related?”

“I’m not going to subject you to his logic.” She shook her head. “Take my word for it when I assure you they are.”

Apparently Jordan wasn’t the only person a sever crash had rescued. “So getting the call tonight?”

“Saved my ass.” Her smile had moved in full-time. 

It was wrong of him to hope the restore went smoothly, but still took most of the night. That didn’t stop the thought from taking up residence in his head. “Did you at least get a nice dinner out of it?”

“Not really. Late reservations, so we were on the bread when the texts came in.”

“In that case, my lady, allow me to treat you to the evening of your life.” He stood and gave her an exaggerated bow.

Pink dotted her cheeks. He hadn’t seen her blush in... well, two years. Fuck if it wasn’t just as enticing now. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Five
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ALMOST THREE HOURS after arriving, they finally had everything back online. Chloe didn’t know if she wanted the night to come to an end yet. Which was ridiculous. They’d part ways in a few minutes, and life would go on.

She wouldn’t linger on all the reasons she’d enjoyed an evening that should have been terrible. That Jordan’s idea of treating her to dinner, since they couldn’t leave the facility, was to raid the vending machines and bring back her favorite chips and soda. 

She had no idea he’d ever noticed. Had he also seen how his offer of the night of her life drove into the one memory she struggled to squelch every time he was around? Ignoring the teasing over the past couple years had become second nature. It still stung, but she could brush it away.

Ignoring him—forcing her cool mask into place when they were in the same room—that always took a force of will. At least in here, while cameras watched, there was no sound. She could let down her verbal guard.

He clicked a few more things on one of the servers. “If you want to take off, I’ll finish up.” 

“I’ll stick around until we’re all set.” She should take the offer and go. Head back home to her wine and ice cream, and enjoy the night the way she was meant to. Secure in her singleness.

“I’m behind you in less than two minutes. We’re set.” He fumbled with something in his pocket, and a flash of bright red fluttered to the ground. “Fuck.” He snatched it and tucked it away again before she could register what it was.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

The image twisted in her head, rolling and latching onto that night in the bar. It couldn’t be. “Were those... my panties?”

“No.”

The answer came too fast. Had too much of a defensive edge to it. Or she wanted it to mean more than it did. A playful streak, spurred by the evening, raced through her. She closed the distance between them, and snatched the whatever-it-was from his slacks. 

Her stomach flipped, her heart clenched, and her lungs tightened all at once. It was an awkward sensation. “Oh my God, they are.” She should be offended, shouldn’t she? It was definitely creepy. But that had never been Jordan. “I always wondered what a guy does with one-night-stand panties. I didn’t think the answer was carry them in his pocket for years. Though, I’m grateful you washed them first.”

He didn’t move to take them back, but he also didn’t step away. “It’s not like that. Not exactly.”

“Do tell.”

“You’re not going to believe me.” He sounded resigned.

It nudged her sympathy. “Try me.”

“The morning after... you know, I had this souvenir in my pocket. I’m not an expert—no, really—but they look expensive. I couldn’t bring myself to throw them away. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with them. They ended up in the laundry, and eventually stuffed into a corner and forgotten about. What was I going to do, give them back?”

It made too much sense. The decision to give her impulsive bathroom fuck her panties, a whim all its own, hadn’t been tied to any results in her head. It was sexy and playful and fun. 

His answer didn’t explain one thing. “You have them with you now because...?”

He sighed and raked his fingers through his hair. Another gesture she hated adoring. The combination of frustration and mussed spikes was seductive. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “My girlfriend found them in the back of a drawer somewhere. I’d forgotten they were there until she presented me with them. At dinner. And very loudly accused me of cheating. Then stormed out on me.”

“At least she didn’t dump her wine on you.” Chloe tried to keep her tone light and playful.

“There is that.”

“I’m... sorry?” She should feel bad, but he didn’t look upset.

“You don’t sound it.”

She shrugged. “Neither do you. I can’t believe you kept them.”

“It was a good night.” His voice dropped an octave, and his gaze met hers. The tone in the room shifted, pressing in on her. Stealing her breath. “When I got the call tonight, I was sitting on a bench, freezing my ass off, staring at those happy couples, and realizing she and I were never one of them.”

“You were together for six months.” Chloe knew that didn’t mean anything, but words escaped her.

“Eh. Lesson learned. Since I’m already spilling my guts, mind if I take advantage of the opening in conversation?”

Her thoughts stalled, and no retort flew to her lips. “Uh?”

“That night in the bar was amazing. I meant it then, and I still do.”

Heat flooded her face. Only he made her blush this way. “I don’t want to hear this.”

“All right. Mushy confessions aside, the next Monday, I know sorry doesn’t change what happened, but I never should have let the conversation in the office go as far as it did. Whether it was about you or someone else. This job... I was no one when I was younger. The kid who either hid or got picked on. Here? I’m a minor deity. I got sucked into being a bro, and I’m sorry you paid the price.”

He’d apologized before, but something about this gripped her tighter. Nudged her harder. It felt sincerer. 

She also understood exactly where he was coming from. Another thing they had in common was their awkward past. “It sucked at the time, but look what I became. I excelled because of that,” she said.

“You excelled because of who you are. You’re so fucking talented. You could go anywhere, and you stay here, with all the shit you put up with, and we don’t deserve you.”

Everything he said chipped further at the walls she’d built. The ice she encased herself in to keep from letting the whispers at work hurt. Time to put an end to that. “You’re right, I should get home. It’s late, and we’re done.”

“We’re not quite.” He grabbed her wrist.

A shock of heat raced through her, singeing her senses, and telling her the last thing she wanted was to pull away. “I still don’t want to hear this.”

“Two minutes.”

“Fine.” She didn’t sound or feel as disappointed with the concession as she expected. Her pulse stuttered in her ears. What did she expect him to say? She didn’t know. Snippets of hope refused to attach themselves to thought.

He cupped her cheek with his palm, forcing her gaze to his, and when he spoke, his voice was heavy and more serious than she’d ever heard. “The morning after we met, when everything was still fresh in my mind, and I had no idea who you were beyond the witty, sexy woman at the bar, I swore I fell for you.”

She sent her body a command to walk way. To stop him from finishing his thought. She didn’t listen to herself.

“Tonight”—he continued, unaware of her internal struggle—“sitting on that bench, staring at your panties of all things, I admitted that wasn’t true. But in the two years since, I’ve fallen harder than I thought possible.”

All the thoughts she couldn’t put words to coalesced at once and weighed on her brain. She wanted this. Wanted him. Parts of her life had been Hell since she took this job. Other bits were better than she could have hoped for. She loved her job. Didn’t want to surrender it for anything.

“Chloe?” His voice. Her name. That one sound. It was enough to shatter her grip on reason.

She jerked away from his touch, and put several inches between then. “You don’t get to do this. The last two years have been miserable with the rumors and the teasing and the whispers. That’s not on you. But I’m the office slut, and what you said that morning before I got there, it didn’t help. No one believes I earned this job, and I worked my ass off for it. Sorry doesn’t change that. Whether or not I feel the same doesn’t change anything either. They’re just starting to shut up.”

“I know you earned the job. And I mean this when I say it.”

“I don’t care.” Which was a lie. Something inside cared so much it made her chest ache. “We don’t know each other. We screwed once. We’ve played a little verbal tennis since then. And can you imagine how severe the backlash would be if we did hook up? Not for you. It’d be all high fives and fuck-yeah-bros. I wouldn’t get the same.”

She didn’t want to push him away. It was true, they still didn’t know each other. There was potential there, as was the desire to explore it. For what? A chance that probably won’t work out? Damn her logic. She only wanted this because she didn’t have it. “Are we done here?”

He shook his head and stepped back. “In so many ways.”

“See you on Tuesday.” She wouldn’t look back. She wouldn’t change her mind and tell him she wanted to try after all. This was the right decision. She forced once foot in front of the other until she reached her car, then pointed it toward home, and repeated the forced march into her apartment.

She stripped out of her dress. There wasn’t any reason to bother with the wine and ice cream. She just wanted to climb into bed and forget the night ever happened. Her panties tumbled to the floor, taunting her, and she grabbed them.  She breathed in the familiar scent of Jordan’s fabric softener, mingled with the faintest hint of his cologne. They’d definitely been nestled near things he wore. She realized what she was doing. Did sniffing her own panties make her more or less of a pervert than someone else doing it?

She wasn’t even sure if she was grateful or disappointed tomorrow was an office holiday. On the one hand, it meant another day to collect her composure before she saw Jordan again. Then again, she needed to prove to herself and him she meant what she said at the data center.

The morning after we met...I swore I fell for you. His voice echoed in her head as she drifted off to sleep. I’ve fallen harder than I thought possible. His words were still there when she woke up in the morning. A shower didn’t erase the repetition. Coffee didn’t chase the self-doubt away. She meant everything she said last night. But did the things she didn’t say matter more?

She needed to clear her thoughts. Go for a drive. Focus on things not-Jordan related. Except forty-five minutes later, after following a lazy circle around the valley, she realized she was turning into his condo complex.

She’d been there once, a year and a half ago, for a team function. The teasing had been bad enough that night that she’d always found an excuse not to go back when he hosted parties.

Right now, the bad memories were background noise to the chanting insistence that she needed to be here.

She knocked, quiet and hesitant, still unsure what she was doing. Seconds ticked away. It was too early for this. She should go home. Forget the whole thing. They’d had a late night.

The latch clicked, and her mouth went dry when he opened the door. “Chloe?”

God damn him for looking hot at eight in the morning. His hair was damp and mussed, as if he’d just gotten out of the shower. His T-shirt hugged every inch of his torso, the firm, solid muscle she had vivid memories of digging her fingers into, and his faded jeans hung low on his hips.

“Is everything all right? Did the servers crash again? I didn’t get a text.”

Crap, she was staring. She shook her head and thoughts rattled inside. “Nothing like that. I—It’s that—May I come in?”

“Always.” He stepped aside, and closed the door behind her. “I just made coffee. Can I get you some?”

That was what she needed. More anxiety juice. “Thanks, but no.” This was where her brain—insistent she drive here, pushing her to knock—should to fill her in with what to say next. The words didn’t manifest, regardless of how hard she struggled to grasp them, and silence stretched between them.

He nodded toward the couch. “Have a seat. If this is about last night, I—”

“It is.” She couldn’t let him finish his thought. Didn’t know if it would be worse if he apologized, or said he wasn’t going to. “I can’t stop thinking about it. I really never stop thinking about it. Seriously, do you have any idea how horrid it is when your mind never shuts up?” God, she was babbling.

“I have a little bit of an idea.”

What was she trying to say? “Fuck.”

“There’s no one here but us.” He grazed his thumb over her cheek, before settling his palm against her skin. “And I’m not judging.” He pressed his lips to hers, gentle, soft, and completely in control. When he pulled back, pale eyes raked over her face. “Though I am hoping a little. Or a lot.”

The simple gesture dragged a whimper from her chest, and slid a missing piece into the jumbled puzzle of her thoughts. How did he do that? Every time. “I don’t know if I’ve fallen for you. Maybe. Maybe not. Probably. We don’t know each other well enough for me to say. But... I want to find out.”

“Not that I’m complaining. The giddy boy in me is celebrating right about now, but what about what everyone else says? I know how hard this has been on you. That you weren’t exaggerating last night.”

“I overstated a little bit. I made my entire career here based around not caring what people think. I’m not going to let their opinions stop me now.”

This time when he kissed her, her face nestled between his palms, it was hard and hungry. Their mouths crushed together, his tongue wrestling with hers. An intensity that surged into her chest, and stole her breath, and made her head swim with need. For him. For this. For a chance they’d denied themselves for two years.

“You don’t have anywhere to be, do you?” His voice was heavy with a seductive tone that sent ripples of want rushing from her fingers to her toes and everywhere in between.

“Just here.”

“Good. Because I’m not sure I could let you leave. I still dream about how incredible you felt that night, wrapped around me.”

No one could make her blush the way he did. “I never said anything about sex.”

He drew his lips up the side of her neck, feather-light and in a lazy trail, before nipping her earlobe with his teeth. His hot breath on her skin drew her nipples to hard nubs, and made her ache between her thighs. She felt more than heard his words when he said, “My mistake. Do you want me to stop?”

“God, no. Take me to bed, or lose me forever.”

“Top Gun?”

“Mhm.” She really did adore him.

“That’s a shame.” He guided her toward the couch as he spoke. “I don’t think I can make it to the bedroom.”

“I think it’s more metaphorical.”

“I like it when you use big words. It’s sexy.” He slid his hands to her hips, dropped onto the sofa, and pulled her toward him, prompting her to straddle his legs.

This was what she enjoyed about his company. Regardless of how hard she’d tried to ignore the back and forth, the teasing, and the easy exchanges, they all turned her on as much as the way he stroked his thumbs along her stomach right now. She draped her arms over his shoulders and leaned in until her mouth hovered near his ear. “Fornication. Copulation. Carnal Knowledge.”

He nudged her back enough to pull her shirt over her head, then trailed his gaze along her chest. “No bra?”

His attention was electrifying, dancing along her skin like a million delicious sparks. “I had my mind on other things this morning. I’m surprised I remembered to put on pants.”

“I’m not complaining.” He cupped her breasts and dragged his thumbs across her nipples. The cool of his palms mingled with the feather-light tease, and spilled through her. 

She arched her back to get closer, pressing against him, feeling him grow erect under her weight. When he tilted his head in, and flicked a tongue over one hardened nub, she bit the inside of her cheek.

“No one’s waiting outside.” His mouth vibrated against her skin. “No one cares if you get too loud. Fuck, I want to make you scream.”

The promise filled her with a shiver of anticipation, which was amplified by the increasing pressure as he fondled her. Pinching her nipples, rolling them between his fingers, sucking and nibbling on one before moving to the other.

She gyrated her hips in motion with his licks. There were too many clothes in the way. “I want more.” Was the best she could manage.

Without warning, he relocated his hands to her waist, twisted both him and her, and pinned her to the couch. “More is vague.” He knelt over her, fingers tracing lazy circles along her sides.

She didn’t have access to the part of her brain with movie one-liners, and the rest of her wit was whimpering in the corner at the lack of contact. She tugged the bottom of his shirt, and he stripped it off. So that was how he looked bare-chested. Memories built up by her fingertips hadn’t exaggerated. “That’s a good start,” she said.

She trailed her nails down his chest, past his waistband, and to the visible bulge in his jeans. She traced the outline of his shaft, loving his deep growls. He wrapped a hand around her wrist, and pinned her arm above her head.

He tilted his head in, and kissed along her collarbone. “The night we met, you smelled like cherries, and I thought—don’t even know why now—it was because of your drink. Except you always have that faint scent.” He dragged his tongue along her skin, down her breast, and over her nipple. 

“It drives me nuts.” While he talked, he unbuttoned her jeans and slid down the zipper. He let go of her wrist, and yanked her pants down. Friction burned along her skin at the rough movement. 

There was a moment of hesitation, and struggling when her shoes got in the way, but a little creative kicking and squirming, and seconds later, she lay naked underneath him.

The intensity in the way he studied her was almost as enticing as his touch. He scooted down, and kissed next to her knee. “I’ve got to know...” his breath caressed her skin “...is that what you taste like?”

She squirmed as his mouth moved up the inside of her thigh, drawing closer to her core, then retreating down the other leg. On the return journey, he dragged his tongue along her slit. The new sensation spiked over her nerve endings, and she pressed closer.

Her movements seemed to spur him on. He licked harder, flicking her clit, tracing circles, carrying her to the edge. He drove his tongue inside her, lapping her walls. She tangled her fingers in his hair, other hand on the arm of the couch behind her, holding on for all she was worth.

When he sought out her swollen button with his finger, it was as if he’d flipped a switch. Climax surged and crashed over her, and she lifted her butt off the cushions to get closer. 

She jerked away when his touch became too much, and pulled his face back up to hers. “Verdict?” she asked, breathless.

“Inconclusive. Going to have to run more tests in the future.” He kissed her, her juices still fresh on his lips.

She dove into it, her hand moving to his cock. Caressing, and stroking through denim. 

He pulled back. “I have to get a condom. Two seconds.”

“Don’t.” She unsnapped his pants, yanked the sides apart, and grasped him, his skin almost burned her already warm palm, and he sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. “I’m on birth control. Clean. You?”

“Same.” He laughed and raked his fingers through his hair. “Not on birth control, but you get it.”

She freed his cock, and traced her thumb over the head, drawing a damp trail of precum along his skin. “No condoms.”

He stood long enough to discard the rest of his clothing, then wedged her legs apart with his knee, and knelt on the cushions. He brushed his thumb over her cheek, gaze on her face.

“What?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m just lucky.” He glided the head of his cock along her slit, bumping her still tender sex, then dipping toward her opening.  He pushed inside at an even pace, stretching her out. 

It was as if she’d been celibate for the last couple years. She’d had the occasional boyfriend, and toys to keep her company at home. Battery-powered always better than the reality, but nothing compared to how incredible he felt buried inside her. She closed her eyes and fell into the sensation of being filled so completely. 

He gripped her legs behind her knees, and picked up the speed. Each time he thrust forward, he hit the right spot in her. She didn’t expect to come again, but this still felt amazing. 

He slammed harder with each pass, speed growing, grunts getting louder, and a new wave of pleasure built inside her. Her thoughts fuzzed and warped around the sensation, as he pounded hard and fast, hitting her G-spot. 

Orgasm flooded her again, tearing cries from her throat, stealing her breath. She squeezed around his cock, riding the feeling. He dug his fingers into her legs, and his grunts became more punctuated. 

One movement blended into the next, and she recognized the sound of his climax, that delicious groan that still teased her dreams, as he spilled inside her.

He eased off slowly, thrusting, letting go of her thighs, resting his hand on the sofa above her head, before he finally stopped.

She opened her eyes to find him studying her again. He leaned in and kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips. “You’re so completely amazing,” he said. “In so many ways.”

He sank back onto the couch, and she shifted her weight to sit next to him, so she could lean her head on his shoulder. “Not on my own.”

“Yes, all by yourself.” He kissed the top of her head. “But we’ll be even more brilliant together.”

She laughed and pushed closer. “Arrogant asshole. And me too.”

“You know that doesn’t make sense, right?”

“I don’t care. You know what I meant.” Because he always did. And figuring out what happened next was going to be one hell of a fantastic ride.

The End

~*~*~
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If you enjoyed this brief glimpse of Chloe and Jordan’s past, they get their own full-length story in The Geeks and The Socialite an FFM Poly/Ménage Romance. 

To read Scott’s story, check out His Reputation.

To keep up to date on new releases and other news from Allyson Lindt, click here to subscribe to my newsletter.
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