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ONE



She’d done her research like she always did before an interview. So she knew about him. Thirty-two, Stanford graduate, adventure traveler, and a more or less self-made billionaire who’d stopped counting zeros long ago. Quirky, too, but then so many in the start-up world were. Maybe even a little more than quirky since the death of his wife. But those rumors were confined to obscure blogs in cyberspace and were impossible to confirm.


Not that she cared about the man’s private quirks. She was here because his company had recruited her at MIT and working for Knight Enterprises, the most innovative venture-capital company in the world, would be a dream come true.


Arriving last night from the East Coast, she’d expected to meet with one of Dominic Knight’s lieutenants at corporate headquarters in Santa Cruz. But an early-morning e-mail had sent new instructions. And here she was on a quiet tree-lined residential street in Palo Alto.


The cab driver came to a stop and pointed. “That’s it.”


She looked out the window, mentally flipped through her Art I memories, and decided it was one of Greene and Greene’s rare, turn-of-the-century homes. The structure was surrounded by a beautiful, hundred-year-old Japanese-style landscape specific to the building design. It was an unusual venue for an interview, but no explanation had been given for the site change. Although with the possibility of being offered her dream job, who was she to question the reasons?


She stood for a moment on the sidewalk as the cab drove away, surveying the small redwood building. On her junior year J-term, she’d stayed in a mountain village in Japan, in a temple inn much like this. It was supposed to have been a long weekend but, so enchanted by the quiet isolation, she’d stayed a week. Strange that a street so near a major metropolitan area was this tranquil; she glanced around, unsure for a moment whether she was dreaming, her memories were so intense.


Then a lawnmower powered up somewhere behind her. She shook off her reverie and moved with an easy stride toward the entrance to 630 Indigo Way.


A reception desk had been placed in the center of the foyer and a secretary, who’d been reading, set down her book and looked up. She could have been some teenager taking a day off from school: ponytail, jeans, waist-skimming T-shirt, and flip-flops. The girl bore a startling resemblance to the photos of Dominic Knight. Although, according to his bio, he didn’t have children.


Interesting.


The young girl smiled. “You must be Dominic’s four o’clock. He’s not here yet, but he told me to tell you to go on in.” She waved in the general direction of a hallway and went back to her book.


Dominic, not Mr. Knight. Even more interesting. As if it mattered, she reminded herself and gently cleared her throat to get the girl’s attention. “Actually, I have an appointment with Max Roche. I’m Katherine Hart.”


Kate stood there for a moment, an awkward pause stretching between them while the girl apparently read to the end of a sentence before glancing up. “I think it’s Dominic you’re seeing. Lemme check.” Shoving a pencil in the book to hold her page, she clicked a computer mouse, the screen on a sleek monitor came to life, and she briefly scanned it. “Nope, not Max. Dominic.” She pointed again. “Down the hall, last door. I’m supposed to ask you if you want coffee.” Then she smiled and went back to her reading.


You didn’t have to be a mind reader to know coffee wasn’t an option, so Kate followed the suggested route. The hallway was lit by clerestory windows, the lustrous light illuminating a photo gallery of sailing vessels; some large, some less so, all glorious action shots of sleek racing yachts, sails aloft, running with the wind. She stopped for a moment and leaned in close to a photo of two racing yachts. Both were full-rigged, one boat heeling so hard to starboard that waves nearly skimmed its rails. And dangling inches above the water, one hand on the rail, the other reeling in a line, drenched with sea spray, was the CEO of Knight Enterprises, younger, thoroughly wet, a wide, exultant smile on his handsome face.


“That was a World Cup race off New Zealand. Sorry to keep you waiting. It was unavoidable.”


The deep, rich voice was at ear level. Jerking upright, she swung around, gasped, breathed, Holy shit, then flushed. Dominic Knight in all his dark, sensual beauty was standing there, up close and personal, his quick raking glance so casually assessing she should take offense, not feel a shocking rush of pleasure. She almost gasped at the jolt, but caught herself in time because salivating in front of Dominic Knight would be super embarrassing and useless. He did models, aristocratic babes, high-end call girls. Researching his personal life had been like reading Entertainment Weekly.


Oh God, he still hadn’t moved. Was he testing her sense of personal space? Was this some kind of psychological power thing? If it was, he was winning because his tall, powerful body, sleek in a navy pinstripe bespoke suit, was way too close, way too personal. Her heart was pounding, she was having trouble focusing her thoughts, the speech synapses from her brain to her mouth were misfiring, and unless she got herself under control, she was going to blow this interview. Breathe in, breathe out. Now say something normal. “The… weather’s… great… out… here.” Breathless and sputtering. Shit.


His faint smile widened.


Arrogant bastard. But having finally regained her wits, she didn’t voice her thoughts.


His gaze amused, as if breathless women were the norm in his life, he blandly said, “I agree. Did you have an uneventful flight?”


Before she could answer, his cell phone rang.


He glanced at the display, frowned, and grunted, “Go on in. I have to take this.”


Flustered by her response to a man who was even hotter in person than in his photos, feeling more like a thirteen-year-old Justin Bieber fan than a magna cum laude graduate of MIT, she lectured her uninvited inner adolescent as she walked toward his office. Seriously. What was that all about? Haven’t you seen a handsome man before? Get a grip. Better yet, go away.


The hand-carved door at the end of the hall was slightly ajar; Dominic Knight conducted business casually. How reassuring. She wasn’t fond of rules and protocol. Pushing the door open, she entered a low-ceilinged room with such spectacular views of the gardens that all thoughts of her embarrassing meeting with Knight Enterprises’ CEO vanished.


Dropping her canvas messenger bag on a chair, she walked to the nearest window wall and surveyed the garden that reminded her of some of the royal gardens she’d seen in Japan: immaculately raked gravel, swirled in traditional wave patterns; large, rainbow-colored koi visible in the clear, limpid water of a nearby pond; artfully arranged boulders; ancient, perfectly pruned yews and pines. A small, arched bridge in brilliant red served as a picturesque focal point in the distance. The garden was a museum-quality work of art, carefully nurtured and maintained. Dominic Knight had an eye for beauty.


“I’ll personally nail you to the wall if you screw me on this! You don’t say no to me! Nobody says no to me! Now do your fucking job!”


She flinched at the audible fury in Dominic Knight’s voice. Each word was implacable, taut with rage, the tone unexpectedly dredging up long-suppressed memories. Jesus, she’d not thought of any of that in years. Her gut tightened like it had as a child and she thought, This job isn’t going to work out. Explosive people are bad karma for me.


She had plenty of other companies wooing her. She could pick and choose. Retrieving her messenger bag from the chair, she was almost to the door when he walked in.


“Forgive me again. I seem to be repeatedly apologizing before we’ve even met.” But he was still distracted. He’d come to a stop, run a hand through his dark hair, his gaze unfocused.


“That’s all right.” She slung her bag over her shoulder. “This isn’t going to work out anyway.”


He looked startled. Then a second later he looked down, his gaze narrowed, fixed on her. “Nonsense. Your assignments are abroad. I won’t be there. It should work out just fine.” At least he didn’t pretend to be confused. He seemed to know why she had reservations about taking this job. Or maybe he just didn’t care. “I’m told you’re the best and that’s what I need.”


“Our needs are incompatible.” She kept her voice calm with effort, as he towered over her, his sexual charisma practically sending off heat waves, his commanding air intimidating—both seriously affecting her pulse rate.


“Tell me what you need—er”—he paused—“I’m not sure I’ve been told your name.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


He looked at her as if she’d sprouted another head, then sighed. “Look, could we start over? I’m Dominic Knight. You’re”—his dark brows rose in query, a touch of humor in his gaze.


“This isn’t funny, Mr. Knight.”


“I could call someone and get your name.”


“To what purpose, pray tell?” she said, staring him in the eye with her best hard-as-nails look.


He smiled. “Really, pray tell? Channeling Jane Austen?” His sigh this time was barely audible. “As to what purpose,” he repeated, softly mocking, “why not to our mutual satisfaction?” His voice went down a notch. “Now, tell me your name.”


His deep, velvety tone melted through her body, turning on everything that could be turned on, again. Jeez, who would have thought using your vibrator before an interview was a requirement?


“I’m assuming you have a name,” he prompted, a small smile stirring the corners of his mouth.


Asshole. Was he toying with her? Or did a mouth-watering CEO with a killer body figure every woman would roll over for him if he smiled? Her mouth firmed. “If you must know, my name is Katherine Hart. Spelled H, A, R, T.”


His gaze was cool, as was his voice. “Perfect. Thank you.”


“Miss Hart to you.” She glanced at the door.


He noticed, ignored it. “As you wish, Miss Hart.” He loosened his honey-colored tie, undid his collar button. “It’s been a long day.” He flexed his broad shoulders with a Zen-like grace, exhaled slowly, visibly decompressed. “I’ve had to listen to too many long-winded people in too many boring meetings. Have you ever noticed that those who do the least complain the most and those who know the least talk the most?” He held her gaze, almost smiled. “Now what can I do to change your mind?”


How could that sudden Zen-like calm be so hot? Or maybe tall, dark, and handsome was rocking her world because she was an adrenaline junky—a prime requirement in her line of work—and just looking at all that magnificent maleness was juicing her. “Nothing really,” she quickly said, needing to get away, and it wasn’t just bad karma. Men didn’t shake her world like this. Or at least they never had. “I just changed my mind.” She took a step to her right to go around him.


He moved left and checked her progress. “Change it back.”


He was like a solid wall of machismo blocking her way. She tried to keep her voice from trembling. “I can’t… Sorry.”


He recognized the small flutter in her voice, debated responding, decided against it. “Let’s keep this simple,” he brusquely said. “I need you in Amsterdam. So don’t tell me no.”


Jesus, that was either intimidating or damn intimidating. “Please move,” she croaked.


“In a second,” he said with a flicker of a smile, feeling that this difficult young lady may have finally gotten the message. “Tell me what it’s going to take to get you on board. Name your price if that’s the stumbling block. Max says you’re beyond gifted even for a high flyer, and I need you in Amsterdam. This is important.”


“To you.”


“Yes. That’s the point. You can’t say you don’t want to work for Knight Enterprises. Everyone does.”


“Not everyone.”


That small startle reflex again. He really wasn’t used to dissent.


“Look, I’m sorry if I said something to offend you.” Although there wasn’t a hint of apology in his tone. In fact, his annoyance was plain. He ran a hand quickly over his face, as though to wipe away the betraying emotion. “The ball’s in your court, Miss Hart.”


“What if I said I want to leave?”


The pause was so lengthy, a small moment of panic washed over her before she reminded herself it was the twenty-first century.


A winter chill colored the blue of his eyes. “Do I frighten you?”


“No.” She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


He tipped his head slightly and smiled in the most disarmingly ruthless way. “Good. Then if you’ll sit down”—he indicated a chair—“we can discuss my problem, your skill set, and how we might cooperate.”


Deciding the chances of her fighting her way out of this office were slight to nil, she sat. “You really don’t take no for an answer, do you?”


“I’m afraid not.” He dropped into a large black leather chair behind his desk. “It’s not unique to a man in my position.”


A salient argument, but not one she chose to value. “You’re putting me in an awkward position, forcing this issue.”


“On the contrary, you’ve put me in an awkward position. I’m offering you an excellent job. Max mentioned some of our issues in his e-mails. The dark market is making inroads in some of our outlier firms. It has to be stopped. Obviously you were intrigued or you wouldn’t be here. Why not accept?”


“Personality clash. I heard you in the hallway.”


“Perhaps you don’t understand the company’s organizational structure,” he said with exquisite restraint. “I doubt we’ll meet again.”


“I disagree. As I understand it, Knight Enterprises’ organizational structure is one of authoritarian leadership. You’re hands on. You demand absolute compliance from subordinates.”


His mouth tightened. “You’ve done your homework.”


“I always do. And I have several other job offers, Mr. Knight. With the worldwide level of corruption, forensic accounting is in great demand.” She smiled, sure of her prima donna status in her field at least. “Yours isn’t the only company losing money to the dark market.”


Her cheeky smile lit up her eyes and he looked at her for the first time as if she were more than just an obstacle in his path. She didn’t know how to dress, but then the clothes of the young IT set weren’t couture or colorful. Neutral tones went with their left brain functions. But her hair was a riot of red curls and her eyes were a potent green. Strange word. Bright green, he corrected himself. And beneath the drab army green jacket and slacks, he could see hints of a lithe, supple body that went well with her wide-eyed innocent beauty.


His lashes drifted downward an infinitesimal distance.


Hmmm. He hadn’t considered that before, too intent on talking her around to his point of view. Not an easy task with Miss Hart. She wasn’t docile. Or accommodating.


A provocative thought.


But he was a businessman first; there was time enough for other things once Miss Hart had done her job. Since he’d lost Julia, he was indifferent to women for anything other than sex, and that was available anywhere. Miss Hart’s sexual function was immaterial.


What was material lay in Bucharest and, according to Max, Miss Hart was the answer to their problem. “Perhaps we could come to a compromise,” he said, determined as always to prevail. “You could join us as a contractor. After you finish this Amsterdam job, you can walk. You’re a December graduate. Most of the major firms won’t start recruiting for another few weeks. You’d still be in the game.”


“I’d have to turn down my current offers.”


“I’d be happy to make some calls and get some brief deferments for you. I know everyone in this business.”


Nobody says no to me, indeed. How much did she want to piss off one of the most powerful men in the world? “You’re persistent.” She gave him a polite smile.


“So I’ve been told. Do you have family?” He preferred employees with a casual attachment to family. They were more likely to work the long hours demanded of them.


“You can’t ask that,” she flatly said.


His smile was mocking. “Are you going to sue me?”


“I won’t have to if I’m not working for you.”


His jaw clenched. “You can be a real bitch. Sue me for that too if you want. Now, could we stop playing games? I won’t ask you any personal questions, other than will you accept my job offer?” Leaning back in his chair, he unbuttoned his suit coat, shot his cuffs, waited for her reply.


She couldn’t help but notice his hard flat stomach under his white custom shirt. And the fact that he didn’t wear cuff links. She liked that. She’d always viewed cuff links as pretentious. Only an observation, the little voice inside her head pointed out innocently. No one’s trying to persuade you of anything.


His gaze narrowed. “What?”


“Nothing.” Then Kate pointed. “You don’t wear cuff links. Is that allowed when you’re a CEO?”


A shrug, a bland, blue stare. “Everything’s allowed when you’re me. My company is privately held.”


Her spine stiffened. As she opened her mouth to speak, he stopped her with a lifted finger, picked up his phone, and hit a button. “I’m calling Max. He’s scheduled to fly out at seven. He’ll fill you in on all the details en route. As will Werner in our Amsterdam office. Now, in the nicest possible way, I’d like to invite you to work for us. Just the one assignment in Amsterdam. Yes or no, Miss Hart? I’m done fucking around. Just a minute, Max.” He held her gaze.


“You’re a control freak,” she muttered.


“Is that a yes?”


Silence.


“Two weeks, a month, that’s it. Money’s no object. Come now, say yes.” He smiled, a beautiful, charming, practiced smile.


Why did it seem that his smile was offering her the entire world and all its pleasures? Clearly, a lunatic thought.


“Very well,” he softly said into the lengthening silence, his blue gaze grave. “Give me two weeks of your time. I won’t ask for more.”


A pause, a last small grimace, a barely discernible nod.


His instant smile could have melted the entire polar ice cap in under a minute. “Welcome aboard, Miss Hart. I look forward to working with you.” He grinned. “At a distance, of course.”


He was way too smooth and way too beautiful and way too familiar with getting his way. But, deep down, irrationally, she wanted the job more than anything. And she knew better than to fall under his spell. Screwing the CEO was never wise.


As if, anyway.


Besides, the word bondage had come up on one of the murkier blog sites in Europe. Whether it was true or not, a man that rich and powerful?


Anything was possible.





TWO



Dominic walked her out to the foyer, where Max was waiting. He introduced them, made a few gracious remarks about Miss Hart joining the firm as a contractor, said, “Thank you, Max, thank you, Miss Hart, good journey,” and walked away. The fact that Max was there waiting for her would have pissed her off if she’d been given the time to properly register her resentment before being whisked off in a limo by Dominic Knight’s vice president, aide-de-camp, and all-around chargé d’affaires.


That Max was ex-MI6 was immediately apparent from the top of his blond brush cut to the tips of his desert-booted toes. His British upper-class accent was both calming and intimidating. “May I say how pleased we are to have you with Knight Enterprises,” he said as he settled into the seat beside her. “Nick was intent on hiring you.”


“I got that impression,” she said drily.


He laughed. “You’ll get used to it. Everyone does or they’re gone.”


“That was pretty clear too.”


Max merely shrugged. “I don’t think he even realizes. He sees it as efficiency.”


She stared him down for a second. “Don’t say, ‘Get used to it,’ or I’ll strangle you.”


He laughed. “I wouldn’t dare.”


She sniffed. “I don’t need this job, you know.”


“I do know. We have a serious issue in Amsterdam, Miss Hart, so take it from me personally, we’re grateful for your help. Your reputation precedes you. No one quite matches your skill set in cyber forensics.” He gave her an avuncular smile. “We’ve taken the liberty of collecting your luggage from your hotel. It’s already at the airfield. I have some papers for you to sign on the plane. Nothing out of the ordinary,” he said at the sudden skepticism in her gaze. “Just the usual forms for our contractors. Pam, my personal assistant, will run you through the process. Then I’ll give you an idea of what you’re up against. We’ve been trying to sort out this mess for a while, without luck. You’re the talent we need. As for Dominic, rest easy, Miss Hart, you’ll find it simple enough to work for him. He’s interested in results and I’m sure you won’t have any problem delivering. You’ll have carte blanche on this project. We’re trying to avoid a PR disaster. This plant is supposed to be state-of-the-art in terms of employee health and safety. It’s a pilot project for green technology and community involvement in an area of the Balkans that has high unemployment. And now morale is low, production is down, the parts aren’t up to standard, workers are beginning to complain. It’s only a matter of time until stories about the working conditions hit the news media. So”—he flipped his hand in her direction—“you’re going to make Dominic happy and solve the mess.”


Making Dominic happy was probably every woman’s dream. “Someone’s skimming off the top, I presume,” she said instead.


“A considerable amount. At the expense of not just the employees’ working conditions, but the reputation of our firm.”


“Hmmm.”


He smiled. “Sound like fun?”


She nodded. “I like to solve puzzles, especially complicated ones like this.”


“Good. You’ll have security. I don’t know if Dominic told you. There’s a level of criminal involvement whenever large sums of money are at stake.”


Wide-eyed, she whispered, “Security?”


“It’s just a precaution. Amsterdam is a long way from Bucharest. Don’t worry.”


“Oh crap.”


Max grinned. “Charge him more.”


She gave him a sideways look. “Will that bullet-proof me?”


“I’ll bullet-proof you. Promise.”


His quiet certainty reassured her. And Amsterdam was a long way from Bucharest. “Thanks. I’m a small-town girl. Bodyguards aren’t in my repertoire.”


“You won’t even notice.”


Late that night, actually in the wee hours of the morning, when everyone was sleeping in their bedrooms on the company 747, a knock on the door woke Max.


“Phone call, sir, in the lounge,” one of the stewards announced.


Slipping into his robe, Max entered the lounge, took a seat in a leather easy chair, and picked up the call.


“Sorry to wake you,” Dominic said.


“What the hell time is it back there?”


“I’m not sure. I can’t see a clock. The reason I called is to tell you that I’ll be in Amsterdam Saturday.”


“What for?” The Amsterdam office was small, just a satellite, of little consequence to the company’s bottom line.


“I’m on my way to Hong Kong. Thought I’d stop by.”


It was triple the distance going through Europe. “She’ll do fine,” Max said. “She’ll do better if you don’t fuck with her head.”


“I’ve been telling myself that.”


“And you’re coming anyway. She won’t like it.”


“You surprise me, Max. After all these years, I’d hoped you’d understand me better.”


“She’s not the starry-eyed type.”


“I noticed.”


“You may not get what you want.”


“Of course I will. I always do.”


“She might quit. Then our problem here doesn’t get solved.”


“I’ll see that she doesn’t quit. Now go back to sleep. I’ll see you in four days.”


Max swore as he set down the phone. Dominic could be a cold bastard. Or just reverting to type after his wife’s death. Dominic’s CFO, Roscoe Kern, had explained everything when Max had first come on board Knight Enterprises. While Dominic had become a friend in the five years they’d worked together, he was an emotionally detached person, largely indifferent to everything but his business. He might have tempered his need for control during his marriage, but it was back in full force now. In fact, his obsessive need to control was even worse than before, according to Roscoe, who’d been with Dominic from the beginning of his ascent to being one of the wealthiest men in the world.


Heaving himself out of the chair, Max grimaced.


He’d be earning his bloody pay in Amsterdam.


It was cool with a light rain when the plane landed in Amsterdam, the wind off the ocean bracing. Not that January weather was an issue inside a luxurious Mercedes. Nor was it noticeable in the short walk between the car and the entrance to a palatial town house in the old city center.


They were greeted by a discreetly dressed majordomo: simple black suit, sleek hair, welcoming smile. Kate was to be installed in an apartment in the eighteenth-century structure that had been restored to its original magnificence by Knight Enterprises seven years ago.


After Max conducted her on a swift tour of the richly decorated main floor reception rooms used for company functions, he escorted her to an apartment on the fourth floor and left her with a breezy, “I’ll send someone for you tomorrow. Take the rest of the day off.”


The door had no more than shut on him when a woman’s voice said in accented English, “Would you like something to eat?”


Kate spun around.


A large, heavyset woman with short, fair hair, neatly dressed in a white blouse, blue skirt, and sensible shoes, stood ten feet away. “I’m the housekeeper, Mrs. Van Kessel. Lunch is ready if you’d like.”


A housekeeper? Crap. Having a stranger around was going to be weird. But since she was always hungry, Kate smiled politely. “Thank you, lunch would be nice.”


She was shown into an exuberantly rococo room, with pink marble pilasters, gilded everything, and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the canal. A small table, set for one, had been placed next to one of the windows. A vase of coral-colored tulips provided a splash of color on the sparkling white linen cloth, and Kate had no more than seated herself on a rosewood chair upholstered in pale yellow satin than Mrs. Van Kessel appeared with the first course.


Over lunch, Kate found herself silently exclaiming, Wow, at the fine china, the heavy, ornate silver, the superb food that looked like a picture in a magazine, the unobtrusive service, the choice of wines. Was she in a dream or what?


She had repeated that question exactly to her grandmother on the phone after she’d locked herself in her bedroom.


“Nana, you should see my bedroom here,” Kate said with breathless wonder. “It looks like something out of that Marie Antoinette movie I love.”


“Now, sweetheart, you’ve worked hard to get where you are,” her grandmother unflappably said. “Enjoy it.”


Nothing ever fazed Nana. “Okay, I will. But you’re going to get daily reports on this little bit of heaven I’ve fallen into.” She’d already texted her grandmother from San Francisco, apprising her of her departure for Amsterdam.


“Send me pictures. I’ll show them at my bridge club.”


“And piss off Jan Vogel, who’s always bragging about her grandson the doctor.”


“Don’t you know it,” Nana said with a smile in her voice. “Now tell me about this new job of yours.”


Kate explained the task before her, careful not to divulge anything that might blow back on Knight Enterprises. If PR was an issue, the less said the better. But when her grandmother asked about her new employer, she offered an even more edited version. It seemed everyone in the world, including those in the bush of northern Minnesota, knew of Dominic Knight.


“He seems nice.” The Minnesota term encompassed a wide range of possibilities, not all positive depending on the tone—hers at the moment scrupulously neutral for her grandmother. “Smart, of course, articulate, you know I didn’t really see him for very long. If I see him again, I’ll let you know. How’s Leon?” Leon was the Great Dane Nana had rescued from the pound. “Is your new fence working out better than the old one?” Leon had leaped that one in less than five seconds.


“You bet. Jerry from Lampert’s says it’ll still be standing when only the cockroaches are left. Leon checked it out and decided it wasn’t worth jumping. Make sure you eat well, now. I know how hard you work. Such long hours, dear. I don’t know what the world’s coming to.”


“You should talk. After school you were always coaching something.” Her grandmother was the grade school principal in their small town and also coached girls’ basketball and softball.


“That was different. I was out and about, moving around. You’re hunched over a computer hours at a time. Really, dear, promise me you’ll get some exercise.”


“Yes, Nana.” Right after I put a nail through my forehead. “You know, I might go out for a walk now. See the town.” Might was a polite word.


“Remember, take pictures on your cell. The Anne Frank House, the Rijksmuseum, the Van Gogh Museum, all the canals of course. What have I forgotten?”


“I’ll send you a book, Nana. The pictures will be better.” And it would save her a lot of walking.


“No, I need them on my cell phone. Jan will have a fit when I show them to her.”


Kate silently groaned. There was no way out of it. The bridge club had been in existence for fifty years and every week, Nana and Jan Vogel had been at it—in that small-town, passive-aggressive butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-your-mouth smiley way. “Okay, Nana, but in a day or so. I’ve got jet lag.” A white lie wasn’t really a lie. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


The next morning, Kate was introduced to everyone at Knight Enterprises’ Amsterdam branch. The office was housed in another chic town house, this one with a view of the sea. Her office on the top floor had even a more glorious view of the water, not that she’d be gazing out the windows much. She was itching to get started.


Werner, the office manager, explained what they’d tried, where they’d failed, what they were hoping she could accomplish. He was a tall, young man, very blond and Dutch looking, nerdy, bright, and clearly frustrated by their lack of progress. “If you need anything,” he said, standing in the doorway on his way out, “let me know. Anything at all.”


She smiled, pointed at her espresso and water bottle. “I’m good for now, thanks.” Then she booted up her top-of-the-line Alienware laptop, feeling like she always did at the beginning of a search. Exhilarated. Focused. A predator on the make.


She took two breaks the first day, one for lunch, one for supper, then worked till midnight. On her way home, she thought she might have seen her bodyguard, but wasn’t sure. Max was right.


She was back at the office by seven, hot on the trail of a bank in Latvia where the money was being sent. Today she was hoping to find the final destination of the money and the names on the accounts. Probably the Ukraine, she guessed, where there was no extradition treaty with the United States. But she was side-tracked into the Israeli e-mail service Safe-mail, where any sender’s IP address was blocked, and after six relentless hours of knocking on server doors and bumping into impenetrable security systems, she finally found an entry point. She was on her way after that, the familiar feeling of invincibility infusing her senses, adrenaline rushing to her brain, her keystrokes speeding up until her fingers were flying over the keys, independent of coherent thought. This was the magic, the guilty thrill that motivated every hacker and every person who took risks, the vibe, the passion, the rapture that science had documented as the so-called happiness hormone.


As she worked, time and place evaporated, the world narrowed to a keyboard and monitor screen, to colors and numbers, her pulse rate running high like an athlete in a marathon. She had the key, her target was in her sights, she was closing in.


And then, finally.


Yes! Yes, yes, yes! There it was!


Singapore. A bank name. A bank account number. A customer name.


She fell back in her chair and shut her eyes, exhausted, drained, chilled to the bone. Noticing her surroundings for the first time in hours, she glanced at the clock. Three o’clock. She glanced out the window. Dark.


She ran a printout of the information, cautious about e-mailing it to Werner when the criminal enterprise in Bucharest, including the plant manager, had access to the company servers. She left a cryptic text message on Werner’s phone, describing the location of the printout—inside the Italian dictionary on her office shelf. Then she found her coat, walked the few blocks home, and found the door to the town house opening as she climbed up the small flight of stairs.


“A late night, Miss Hart,” a man she didn’t know politely said. “Would you like some refreshments sent up?”


She shook her head, tried to smile, found herself unequal to the task, and managed to whisper, “No thank you.”


Three minutes later, fully clothed, she crashed on the puffed-white-satin-covered Marie Antoinette bed and slept through the entire next day.





THREE



A musky scent insinuated itself into her consciousness first. Moments later a deep familiar voice breached the remote margins of her brain—an echo of the voice in her passion-filled dream—and she softly moaned.


Dominic recognized the sound and smiled. His new employee, lying facedown on the bed in her gray nylon quilted coat, wasn’t all about double entry accounting. A pleasant thought, perhaps even the reason he’d taken the long way to Hong Kong. But a dangerous one as well. And at the moment, he hadn’t decided what to do about her yet.


He’d have to decide by morning. The Gulfstream was scheduled for takeoff at ten. Which was just as well. In his experience, deadlines were a spur to action.


Like now.


He was here to rouse Miss Hart. Unable to wake her, Mrs. Van Kessel had asked for his help. Bending down, he repeated, “Wake up, Miss Hart. Wake up.”


A petulant groan.


He lightly touched her flushed cheek with the pad of his index finger. “People are waiting for you, Miss Hart.”


Touch, smell, and sound sluggishly converged, brewed and blended, intensifying her lush dream that had her lying naked on Dominic Knight’s desktop in Palo Alto. Her legs were wrapped around his waist, his soft voice urging her toward orgasm, her whispered response a feverish, racing litany of yeses. His blue-eyed gaze was heated, close, hers half-shut to absorb the spectacular, high-pressure sensations as his hips moved in a slow thrust and withdrawal, touching her deeply there and there and oh, oh, oh…


She whimpered as her orgasm began peaking—the irrepressibly feverish sound suddenly shocking her awake with a jolt. Ohmygod! With a startled squeal, she wrenched herself up from the torrid depths of her dream. Someone was here! Where was she? Scrambling to roll over, she became ensnared in the folds of her coat and frantically thrashed about until strong arms lifted her and gently deposited her on her back. “There, that’s better,” said the voice from her dream.


She flushed with embarrassment, keeping her eyes tightly closed in hopes that this cringe-inducing moment would pass. That Dominic Knight wouldn’t notice her hair and everything else was a mess, that she’d probably drooled all over the pillow. Mostly, she just prayed that he’d leave.


“Coward,” he said, a note of amusement in his voice. “Open your eyes.”


Seriously, were prayers ever answered? She opened her eyes by slow degrees, the brilliant green catching the light at the last. “What are you doing here?”


He noticed she didn’t say, Get out, and was strangely pleased—a heresy he chose to ignore. “I came up because Mrs. Van Kessel wasn’t able to wake you. She was afraid you were comatose. You’ve slept for almost seventeen hours, Miss Hart.” She looked like a rosy-cheeked child just come awake, her hair a tumble of curls, her eyes still half-lidded. “How do you feel?”


A loaded question considering her recent dream; any number of answers streaked through her brain. None of them appropriate. So she opted for simplicity. “Fine, good. Did you just get into town?”


A casual question, as if they were friends. Apparently Miss Hart could be docile after all. “I arrived a few hours ago.”


She flicked a finger in his direction. “A power suit. I like it.” He looked good in gray, but then he looked good in anything.


“I’ll relay your compliment to my tailor,” he said with a lazy smile. “By the way, congratulations. I’m impressed with your work, Miss Hart.”


“I’m pleased you’re impressed, Mr. Knight.” With her brain fully functioning now, she knew better than to be tempted by that killer smile. “I’ll be sure to add your comment to my résumé.”


“I’d be happy to write you a letter of recommendation.” He played the game better than she. Ten years and forty companies better.


“Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I should get out of these clothes from yesterday.”


A small silence fell.


He didn’t say what he was thinking because he was helping her undress in his mind.


Nor did she—her thoughts less decisive but gratuitously sexual nonetheless, with her recent dream still vivid in her mind and the living, breathing Mr. Beautiful from that dream quietly staring at her…


“One of the women from the office brought over a few things for you. They’re in the wardrobe.” At her raised brows, he added, “You’re the guest of honor at a dinner downstairs.” He glanced at the bedside clock. “In one hour.”


Her eyes opened wide. “God no! I couldn’t!”


“It’s informal. Wear your own clothes if you prefer.”


She scowled. “Is there something wrong with my clothes?”


“Of course not. Greta just thought you might like something new. She’s in our advertising department here and—”


“She thought I looked dowdy?”


“No, not at all.” Her temper was intriguing. He rarely experienced opposition in his life, and it seemed Miss Hart scarcely uttered a compliant word—unless she was half asleep. “Greta just thought you might enjoy wearing some of her original designs,” he explained. “She has her own small boutique that’s often written up in fashion magazines here. She works a flexible schedule for us and, as a favor to me, I asked her to pick out a few of them for you.”


I’ll bet she works a flexible schedule—in your bed. “I don’t want them,” she crisply said. This blatant offer of designer clothes came with an unmistakable quid pro quo: he gave her an expensive gift, she gave him sex. Jeez. Talk about a supercasual transaction. Like buying a slice of pizza when you’re hungry. Greta might not mind being a piece of pizza but she did.


“Certainly. I apologize. It was meant as a benign gesture.” He stepped away from the bed. “Why don’t we say an hour and a half? That should give you time. Werner and a few others on the staff want to sing your praises.”


She was still sputtering her dissent as he walked out and shut the door behind him. She’d never before considered the term puppet master as applicable to anyone she knew. No more. The man was a total control freak. A crying shame he was so damned desirable though. It made that quid pro quo thing a little more dicey in terms of personal autonomy versus personal pleasure. Left her libido quibbling with her better judgment. Thank God she was almost out of here. Before it was too late, her little niggling voice pointed out. No, she shot back, because her normal, everyday life didn’t have men like Domenic Knight trying to tell her what to do.


Speaking of normal, she really needed a bath. Seventeen hours of sweating in her coat was grossing her out. Oh, crap. She reeked to high heaven and he’d smelled her. Way to go, girl, she muttered.


Rolling off the bed, she was unbuttoning her coat when the sound of running bath water reached her ears. It was seriously freaky having someone know exactly when to draw your bath. Like having spies in the woodwork.


But minutes later, when she was lounging in a bubble bath in a tub large enough for a water polo team, with soothing music playing from hidden speakers, towels warming on a heated towel rack, and her choice of pricey shampoos and handmade soaps within reach, freaky morphed into a big-time plus. As did the gorgeous white silk robe hanging on a hook by the tub awaiting her pampered body.


Knight Enterprises certainly couldn’t be faulted in its attentions to its employees, she decided. What she chose to ignore was the fact that no other employee was housed in this mansion.


While Kate bathed, Dominic showered in his third-floor apartment. He was currently in a damned fine mood, for several reasons: Miss Hart’s swift action on the Bucharest issue for one. In addition to the PR problem, he’d been losing a helluva lot of money, and while he didn’t need it, he was in business to make a profit. And she’d definitely been having a passionate dream from the tone of her breathy little yeses, which made the reason he was here more intriguing by the minute.


A half hour later, he was about to leave his apartment when he noticed his French cuffs. Whether it was a sixth sense or instinct, he appreciated the mental prompt. Returning to his dressing room, he stripped off his suit coat and tie, unclasped his cuff links, took off his shirt, and replaced it with one that had button cuffs. Retying his tie, then slipping into his suit coat, he gave a quick glance in the mirror as if his appearance mattered tonight. He softly exhaled. Relax.


Tonight was no different from any other night.


It was just a company dinner. How many of those did he attend each year? Too many, he grumbled. But contrary to logic and perhaps sanity, he found himself seeking out Greta as the office staff began to arrive.


“Would you do me a favor?” he asked, and without waiting for an answer, detailed what he needed.


As drinks were being served downstairs, Kate was contemplating an array of designer clothes in her wardrobe. That they were in her size was either creepy or brilliant—she hadn’t quite decided. But she’d been standing there for quite a while. Indecisive. Wracked with doubt. Caught between the devil and the deep blue sea in terms of ethical conduct.


Because an absolutely over-the-top little black cocktail dress was whispering to her baser instincts.


She really should resist its lure.


Or should she?


She pursed her lips.


Now that her assignment was finished—in record time, she proudly reflected—she could walk. That had been Dominic Knight’s offer. She was on her own again, independent, with no ties, no employer, no responsibilities. So, technically, she was free to sleep with the hotter than hot, studly CEO of Knight Enterprises. Put on the dress, take up his offer, and enjoy…


Or not. It was still an ill-advised move for her. That sort of gossip could affect her future employment. But if she did give into her fuck-me temptation, she’d do it on her own terms. Not because Dominic Knight casually bought her body with a wardrobe that probably cost more than most people made in a year—or ten.


His arrogance in assuming she was for sale drove her crazy. Obviously she wasn’t, but maybe she would be if she indulged in one of his guilty pleasure gift dresses? She touched the rich, silky black fabric, admired the elegant lines of the dress, ran her finger down the V-neck that was discreet, yet tastefully sexy. Damn—so what would it be—self-respect, boundaries or no boundaries, the pursuit of extraordinary possibilities, or…


Another moment of indecision, another sigh. Oh, what the hell, wearing the dress didn’t necessarily mean she’d sleep with him. She had all evening to decide.


Then she noticed the shoes in the bottom of the wardrobe. Ohmygod. Black, fuck-me shoes with sparkly stuff on the toes.


Jeez, could any woman turn down shoes like that?


But as she lifted the dress from the wardrobe, her complacency gave way to a hissed expletive. Along with a few more pithy observations on self-willed men. A magnificent string of pearls was looped around the pink satin hanger, and no way they came from Walmart.


Was expensive jewelry a deal breaker?


If she accepted this entire outrageously pricey gift, would she regret it later? Or could she consider this outfit a bonus? Would that make her less of a… She sighed. Even with a massive rationalization, there was no way around the fact that she’d be one of Dominic Knight’s rentable-for-an-evening females.


She really needed her roommate, Meg, here to talk her through this sexual dilemma. She quickly calculated the time back in Montana, where Meg was interning for a semester on a dinosaur dig. Noon. Could she answer her phone at work?


First ring. “How’s the dig going?” she politely asked, because she didn’t know where Meg was and she had sex questions to ask.


“It’s winter here. I’m just doing cataloging. I told you.”


Kate knew about as much about dinosaurs as Meg knew about accounting. “Sorry, I forgot. Are you alone?”


“Sorta. Are you? I was hoping you’d be in bed with a handsome billionaire by now.” Kate had texted the basics about her job before she left. Billionaires in bed had not been mentioned. But Meg had an active sex life and an even more active imagination.


“Jeez, if you’re not alone, don’t use my name.”


“Just a new friend of mine. Don’t worry.” Meg giggled, whispered, “Food first.”


“Are you in bed with someone?”


“Yeah, but I can talk. Pepperoni okay? And a Coke,” she said off the phone. “There, I’m back on. He’s ordering us lunch.”


“He? You don’t know his name?”


“I met him last night in the cutest bar. All Westerny, although everything is out here. I think his name is—I’m not sure. We haven’t exchanged that much information yet. But otherwise, he’s real full disclosure, if you know what I mean. Really just great. He’s a student I think, and I know he rides horses. So how’s Amsterdam? And I’m just teasing about the billionaire. Have you met anyone interesting otherwise? One of these days you’re going to actually meet a man you want to jump. And not someone like Andrew or Michael, who are half-ass friends you just did to be nice.”


“Can I talk now?” Kate was bursting to reveal her news and she was afraid Meg would go off on a tangent like she often did about Kate’s failure to understand that sex was purely entertainment.


“Sorry. Just a minute. What’s your name?” Meg quietly asked, then said in a normal tone, “Kate meet Luke. Luke says hi. And he doesn’t care about our conversation because he’s—Hey, hey… not yet—I’m on the phone.”


“Never mind,” Kate said because she wasn’t going to discuss her sex problem with some guy listening in. “I’ll catch you later. Have—”


“Oh, ohhh, God…”


The phone went dead and Kate’s question was more or less answered.


Go for it.


She picked up the dress again.


As if she needed further encouragement, the door suddenly opened and a tall, slender, platinum-blond beauty walked in. “Let me help you with that,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m Greta. The dress is structured,” she added, taking it from Kate and slipping it off the hanger. “You don’t need a bra. Or panties. It’s fully lined.” Then she stood there waiting for Kate to take off her robe.


After a small pause, during which Greta’s brows lifted faintly, Kate timidly smiled and discarded her robe. The cool blonde slipped the dress over her head, zipped up the back, smoothed the silk over Kate’s hips, said nice things about Kate’s breasts, and spoke so casually about the evening ahead, those waiting downstairs, and her design firm that Kate stopped being embarrassed.


“Dominic’s wife helped me start my business,” she explained. “Here, let me clasp those pearls for you. Julia and I became great friends.” She slid the pearls around Kate’s neck. “So Dominic likes seeing my clothes out in the world.”


There was no sane reason to be so pleased at the revelation that Dominic Knight’s wife had been a friend of Greta’s. It didn’t necessarily negate the possibility that he and Greta had become more than friends later. But she couldn’t help it. It made her happy.


When it shouldn’t matter.


When living in la-la land was for fantasy fans.


When she was going home tomorrow.


“I’ll put your hair up.”


Jerked back to reality, Kate tried to stop her; she didn’t like pins in her hair. But she might as well have saved her breath. Had everyone at Knight Enterprises drunk the same don’t-fuck-with-me Kool-Aid, she wondered as Greta managed to tame her curls into a semblance of sophistication.


Au contraire, she discovered, once she joined the gathering downstairs.


As she was greeted by a round of applause, handed a glass of champagne, and congratulated by each of the staff in turn, she couldn’t help but notice the degree of deference Dominic Knight commanded. The Sun King had nothing on Knight Enterprises’ CEO when it came to basking in the adulatory glow of his subjects.


Not that he couldn’t be charming. Dominic Knight could have bottled his charm and sold it for millions. As she chatted with everyone, she covertly watched him work the room; a smile here, a handclasp there, a compliment that elicited a pleased reaction, a brief conversation before he politely moved on. The man was smooth.


She waited for him to reach her. While not terribly experienced, she wasn’t a naive virgin; she recognized his leisurely, indirect advance. As Knight Enterprises’ CEO approached, the colleague to whom she was speaking melted away, like some courtier making way for the king.


“The dress suits you,” he said as he stopped before her. “Thank you for wearing it.” His cool gaze slowly surveyed her from head to foot, then traveled back again to her smile. “I like those shoes too.”


“They do make a statement.”


“Indeed.”


How does he do it? A single coolly uttered word like that and she felt like throwing herself at him and promising him anything. Luckily she was sober. “I tried to resist the clothes, but as you see.” She gave a little flick of her wrist up her body.


“I’m glad you didn’t. I thought you’d do Greta’s clothes justice.” He smiled. “You certainly do. I’m sure she’s pleased.”


That cool voice again, different this time—distant. He was impossible to read. Bemused at times, amused other times, and now this sudden remoteness. “You must give her a lot of business.”


A puzzled look. “Why would I?”


“So you don’t usually—”


“I see where you’re going. No, I don’t.” He started to say something, changed his mind, smiled instead. “At the risk of pissing you off, I just thought you’d look better in that than your army drab slacks.”


Embarrassment flushed her cheeks. “So I’m a special welfare case.”


“Let’s just say you’re special all around.”


With that, a different kind of heat flooded her senses. She looked up what seemed a great distance even in her heels and met what was definitely not a family values smile. “Are you hitting on me?”


“I’m giving you a compliment.”


But his voice was soft, his gaze on the wicked side of sexy, and she felt a sudden quiver where she was most susceptible after months of no sex.


A carillon sound of church bells suddenly flowed through the room. Dominic’s jaw clenched, a rare flashback gripped his senses. He and Julia had gone to services at the church around the corner from time to time, especially in the evening like this. As a Native American, she had an intrinsic spirituality that he lacked—along with any number of other good qualities that had eluded him.


Kate saw the muscles flicker across his jaw, watched him visibly gather himself, hoped it wasn’t something she’d said or done. She didn’t know where to look, what to say, a dozen inane comments raced through her mind—all unusable unless she wanted to sound like some ditsy airhead. She was busy checking out the fake diamonds on the toes of her shoes when he took her hand.


“Come on.” He was scowling faintly. “I’ll have dinner served.”


She should have said something tactful and gracious, or smiled the right way to lighten the mood. Instead, she botched everything by turning too fast and stumbling on her high spiky heels.


She muffled a squeal and for a fraction of a second worried about where to grab Dominic Knight, CEO, to keep from falling. Then her boobs hit the unyielding wall of muscled chest and she clumsily snatched two handfuls of suit coat, while he smoothly caught her upper arms and steadied her against the long, hard length of his body. A POW!!! word balloon exploded in Kate’s head on impact, every sexually specific nerve from head to toe ramped up for business, and she inadvertently moaned.
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