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      For Tom.

    

  


  
    
      The one who got away is about to be the one who saves his ass…

      

      Michael Hale's company is in jeopardy. His father, the former CEO, has died, and clients are threatening to leave. Come to find out, the consultant hired to bail him out of the whole mess is the woman he never should have kissed. And the woman he never stopped wanting to kiss again.

      

      Elise Jackson swore she wouldn't come near Michael Hale again. He sucker punched her professionally, and he broke her heart. Still, a job's a job, and they can both be adults. Can't they?
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      The most important business lesson Michael Hale learned from his father was that success required failure. Fall off the horse? Get right back on that son of a bitch. And when you find yourself careening wildly on an out-of-control beast, hang the fuck on and take control.

      Okay, let’s get this done. Quick and painless, like ripping off a bandage. An angry, high-maintenance bandage.

      Michael leaned forward in a backbreaking deli chair and pulled an envelope from his breast pocket. “These are for you.” He slid it across the table, meeting his soon-to-be ex-wife’s stare.

      Becca widened her watery blue eyes. “What’s this?”

      “You know what it is. We’ve lived separately for over a year now. It’s time to finalize the divorce. Have your attorney go over it first, if you like.”

      “I thought…” Becca’s bobbed black hair swung around her chin as she frantically looked around the tiny sandwich shop. As if someone overhearing their conversation actually held some meaning. “You’re not going to even consider moving back?”

      Jesus. Perhaps it was sleep deprivation making him stupid, but he’d honestly thought she’d be on board. Their marriage had been based on little more than convenience and bullshit, after all. Now, of all times, he sure as fuck didn’t need Becca tugging on his sleeves. He needed this to be over. One less thing hanging over his head.

      Michael braced his elbows on the little square table between them. He looked her right in the eyes, wondering if her threatening tears held any sincerity. “I told you when I moved out that I wouldn’t come back. I meant it then, I mean it now.”

      She placed a pale, polished hand over his. “Michael. You’re mourning your father. I’m sure taking over for him at HaleStorm has been trying.  I don’t think now is really the time to make such a huge decision.”

      His phone buzzed with the incoming email he’d been waiting for. She had arrived. “It’s past time.” He stood, nearly knocking back his chair. “I have to go. I have another fire to put out.”

      When Becca said nothing more, Michael flipped his empty water bottle into a nearby recycling bin and then headed for the door.

      “Michael? Are you referring to me as a problem to handle?”

      The touch of her hand on his shoulder barely registered as the cold wind outside blissfully numbed his body. Leaving his coat in his office had given him an excuse to hurry back across the parking lot to work.

      “I really do think this is a mistake.” She tugged on his suit jacket, gripping his arm in an apparent effort to make him turn back around.

      “The mistake,” he said as gently as possible, “was having gotten married. You know I loved your father like an uncle, but it was not enough of a reason to chain ourselves together for the rest of our lives. It’s time to put an end to the charade.” He spared a glance at her now, trying to soften the next part while making his point clear. “I know it wasn’t easy being married to me—the missed weekends and the long hours—and I’m sorry. Now you’re free to find someone who can give you more of their time. Someone you don’t have to work so hard to forgive.”

      He stepped away, but she held firm. “It’s your company now. You can set your own hours.”

      “Not if I want to save everything my father worked so hard to achieve.” He disengaged her fingers from his arm. “Becca. Stop. Please. Or I’ll push back, and you won’t like the result.”

      Michael walked away then, leaving her standing in front of the Tysons Corner Deli with her yogurt parfait and her stunned disbelief. Already, he could breathe more freely.

      He dialed his contracts manager as he crossed the office complex back to the HaleStorm Engineering building. “Tom. Saw your email. I wanna talk to you about this Elise Jackson you hired to work the validation project.”

      “Some sort of problem?”

      Not unless you call a scorned blast from my past and a seven-figure contract circling the drain a problem. “Could be. Do me a favor and meet me in my office in five.”

      Michael ended the call and went back to staring at the email, as if the words would magically change. He closed his eyes and drew a hard breath, remembering the betrayal in Elise’s eyes when he last saw her face.

      Five years. Surely Elise would be professional enough not to let their past affect the present.

      She had to be. In the wake of his father’s death, HaleStorm Engineering had been burned, betrayed, and hung out to dry. Their recovery depended on her.

      Michael set his shoulders and pushed through the cold. Hell of a way to start a Monday morning.
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      Every hollow click-click-click of Elise Jackson’s basic black pumps on the frozen sidewalk sounded a warning: “Go.” Click. “Back.” Click. “Big.” Click. “Mistake.” Click-click.

      You swore you’d never speak to Michael Hale again. What the hell are you doing here?

      Elise bit down on her tongue and pulled the warm wool of her coat tighter, trying to block both the sharp November wind. Hell, maybe she was getting spun up over nothing. For all she knew, Michael no longer worked for his father. She’d probably get in and out without ever having to see him.

      Stopping short in front of the shiny monolith that made up HaleStorm Engineering, she pulled out her phone to check the time and see if she had any urgent emails. One from her mother raised some concerns, but she didn’t have time to call when she was reporting to start a new contract.

      She sent a message to her mom that she’d touch base later, before checking the day’s forecast, even though the outlook was clearly “colder than almighty hell” with a chance of “who can I blow for an extra pair of mittens?”

      She was officially stalling now, but event after five years the idea of walking back into that building put a tight grip on her lungs and an embarrassing dampness in her palms.

      Still, she straightened her spine and put one foot forward. One more click of her new Aigners toward reaching for the massive push bar on the gleaming double doors, and then a squealing sound came from behind her.

      “Oooh, my goodness! Elise, is that you, young lady?”

      Elise paused, forcing her shoulders down to a neutral position. She turned slowly to face the same sweet old HR director she remembered from her HaleStorm internship five years before. Yowzers, she was still here?

      “Mrs. Macol, hi.”

      Wrinkled fingers came up to pinch her cheeks. “Good grief, honey, it’s Penny.” The lady tugged a stray curly hair Elise’s knit hat hadn’t tamed. “I saw you all the way from the parking garage. So hard to miss, as tall as you are. And that hair of yours. My vision isn’t what it used to be, but I’d know that red anyplace.”

      Elise’s face heated. “Good to see you again, Penny. It’s great to be back.” She made a point of squinting into the morning sun a little, so her eyes would appear to crinkle with sincerity as she smiled through the lie.

      Anxiety-induced sweat prickled on the back of her neck and the wool from her coat itched. Why had she agreed to take this project again? If she broke out in some ugly panic rash, she’d be toast.

      It wasn’t as if she’d had a plausible reason to decline HaleStorm as a client—Elise’s job was to go where PermaSolv sent her. “The CEO’s son hurt my feelings” sure wasn’t gonna fly as an excuse. Anyway, she’d liked Mr. Hale Senior. Might be nice to see him again.

      Her conviction had certainly been stronger before she’d found herself in front of her former employer’s windowed front doors with Penny plucking at her cheek. “Come on, sweetie,” Penny said. “Let’s get you in out of this cold. See if we can get you squared away with security.”

      Elise smiled again, taking in a steadying breath. She could do this. She could. Nothing she hadn’t done a thousand times. She would march in there with her best emotional armor on, kick this project’s ass, and leave with nobody the wiser. “Great. Thanks. I’m excited to get started.” And by excited, I mean I’m sweating like it’s hot tub weather.

      The HaleStorm lobby looked larger and more opulent than Elise remembered. All granite and chrome, with carved benches and a fancy coffee bar off to one side. They’d decorated for Christmas already, and along one wall stood an assortment of shiny trees all tinseled-up with packages underneath. Perhaps they sat waiting for this year’s holiday reception. Mr. Hale loved to put on big parties.

      “Oh.” She stopped mid-stride following Penny to the security desk. The double-click of her heels on the granite tile made a sudden “oh shit” sound before they abruptly brought her to a halt before the company directory.

      A maintenance man was in the process of swapping nameplates next to the CEO title.

      On the floor lay a plate with the name “Stewart Michael Hale.” The stocky guy with bushy hair slid the name “Michael S. Hale” into place, groaning slightly as he retrieved the old strip of shiny metal from the floor and locked the case.

      Michael S. Hale.

      Michael.

      Elise blinked.

      Shit. Michael took over as CEO?

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      Elise shivered and tried to blame it on the fact that she’d just come in from the cold. That couldn’t be right, could it? Mr. Hale’d had a VP. And Michael had been so young. It seemed unlikely for him to be in charge of the entire firm. Then again, he’d always been intelligent and driven.

      If Michael really was in charge now, well then, Elise wasn’t sure if she was screwed or if she’d gotten lucky. She took a breath and decided to go with lucky, willing the knots to unwind in her stomach.

      Yes, she’d go with lucky. Michael would be too busy to even see her if he now ran the entire company. She glanced over to Penny at the security desk and then back at the maintenance man. “Has Mr. Hale Senior retired, then?”

      The man shook his head, making his way past her toward the bank of elevators behind the security desk. “Passed away a couple weeks ago.”

      Oh. No.

      Elise’s heart squeezed. Whatever issues she may have with Michael, his father had seemed like a true gentleman. Not that she’d known him well, but he’d come across as warm and concerned about everybody. The kind of confident guy with a firm handshake who would drive his own employees to the mechanic on Friday afternoon so they could get home for the weekend. He’d done it once for her.

      She made her way over to Penny. “I didn’t know about Mr. Hale. He’ll be missed.”

      You wouldn’t have known he’d died if you hadn’t come back. Still. She’d heard the tales of how he’d built this company from the ground up with his closest friend. He’d made the speech at all the company gatherings.

      Penny shook her head. “I tell you, it’s like there’s a dark cloud hanging over this place since he passed.” They reached the security desk and she slid over a form. “Fill this out, would you, sweetie? Then if you can hang on while they get you into the computer and give you a temporary security badge, I’m going to run to my desk and drop my things. I’ll be back shortly to get you squared away.” A firm, quick squeeze of her hands around Elise’s. “So glad to have you back with us.”

      Elise smiled again as Penny turned to go but didn’t reply. She couldn’t, all of her words had been stolen by the figure coming into the lobby.

      Michael.

      No, Mr. Hale. HaleStorm CEO. She ought to get used to calling him Mr. Hale.

      Everything from her lips down went numb and tingly when she laid eyes on the man she’d spent the last five years convincing herself she hated more than hate itself. He looked tall, defined, and handsomely stoic in a charcoal suit and silvery tie. She’d never seen him so formal. Or so disheveled, with his overgrown stubble and hair tousled from the wind. She couldn’t believe he stood in front of her now. The lines and shadows on his face spoke volumes.

      “Elise.”

      Her lips parted. What should she say?  Do? The movie-style slap she’d fantasized over all this time no longer seemed appropriate. “Michael.”

      Good reply, Elise. Smooth.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m told you’re here to assist with the security validation issue.” He held out a hand. “Thank you.”

      Okay. Formal. She could do formal. “I’m thrilled to help.” Barely through the door and I’m lying through my teeth right and left. This is probably going to be awkward as hell, but that’s fine.

      He kept his fingers wrapped firmly around hers. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep her mouth closed. The scent of the same Gucci cologne he’d always worn filled her nostrils, and with it came the extreme urge to yank her hand back before she risked leaning in. But he was the CEO, he was grieving, and it seemed only polite to—

      “Michael.”

      They dropped hands. Elise turned to see a pale-skinned and dark-haired figure weaving toward them through the lobby traffic in stilettos. With her bobbed hair and expensive Burberry coat, she reminded Elise of those pricey Italian dogs that paraded around at shows. A massive ring flashed on her finger as she reached toward Michael, and Elise stepped away.

      “I believe you accidentally grabbed my keys when you left breakfast in such a hurry.”

      Ah, yes. The wife. Elise remembered seeing an announcement in the Post about a year after she’d left the company. Rebecca something? They’d had a big, snazzy shindig at The Mandarin. Must have been some wedding.

      Involuntarily, a shiver zoomed up Elise’s back.

      Before the woman could grab Michael’s—Mr. Hale’s—hand, he stuffed them into his pockets with a jerk of his chin. “Give us a moment, would you?”

      The wife’s pale skin went practically ghostly and she took a step back. Spinning on one narrow heel, she did the worst job ever of pretending interest in the tarted-up trees by the door.

      “Look,” Michael said to Elise. “I have a meeting.” He checked his watch and then nodded toward Penny’s retreating figure. “And I’m sure you need to go take care of paperwork. Do me a favor though and see me before you go to lunch.”

      He leaned in and his warm breath touched a spot in Elise’s memory she didn’t like. Not with the man’s wife standing nearby. Particularly not considering she’d mentally relegated him to the “asshole” file years ago.

      “I’m considering this project a top priority.”

      She nodded, wanting to look anywhere except his eyes, but finding her gaze trapped. “Absolutely. Of course.” Water. She needed water. A cough drop. What was up with all the dry air in this building?

      Before she could think it overmuch, he’d turned to head for the door. Hands still in his pockets, his wife gripping his arm in a display of ownership as she clickety-clacked alongside.

      Well, hell. I’m considering this project a top priority. Lord have mercy. So much for staying off his radar. The sooner she got this thing resolved, the faster she could get herself gone.

      She turned to retrieve her security badge and to follow Penny’s path toward human resources. Damned if day one of her new contract job wasn’t off to a kick-ass start.
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      Michael slapped the resume on his desk. “You’re sure about this, Tom?”

      Tom Courtland straightened from a lean against the bookcases that lined what used to be Michael’s father’s office. “How many times do you need to ask?” He swigged a diet soda and shrugged. “PermaSolv assured me she’s one of their best. I interviewed her over the phone myself. Either she’s got the chops, or she spins one hell of a story.”

      “I keep asking because we have to be right. We only have three weeks to turn those validation results around or we lose a million-dollar contract,” Michael said. He pressed his knuckles into the epicenter of his throbbing temple, knowing his friend and contract manager didn’t deserve this kind of interrogation. Tom had swooped in only weeks ago to take this job at Michael’s desperate behest, and the man was a fucking saint for saving his ass.

      Besides. Elise had always been smart and capable. This was Michael’s own issues creating doubts.

      “Correction,” Elise said from the doorway.

      Michael’s head snapped up.

      Nudging the door closed with one shiny black high heel, she strode in with a crisp efficiency she sure as fuck hadn’t possessed five years ago as a college intern. Head high, she held out a file, then dropped it in front of him as she sat in the chair across from him. One hand brushed a cascade of red curls off her shoulder.

      Huh. She’d always pulled her hair back before.

      He looked carefully from Elise to Tom and back again, trying to hide his surprise at the way she’d simply marched herself through the doorway. At her boldness and confidence clashing with his memory of a friendly but innocent twenty-one-year-old intern from Ohio.

      She’d worn long skirts or long pants back then. No makeup. Now? Pencil skirt. High heels. Hair down. And the barest hint of berry-colored stain gave life to her lips and cheeks.

      She appeared so professional, so put together. So different.

      Michael cleared his throat. “I believe I said to see me at lunchtime.”

      She tapped a neatly trimmed, unpolished fingernail on the folder. “You have one week to submit new security documents to DOJ. One.”

      Michael raised his eyebrows. “You’re fucking kidding.” He slid open the folder and scanned its contents: email messages addressed to the security officer he’d canned shortly before his father’s death. Never answered.

      The final message delivered an ultimatum: produce up-to-date proof that HaleStorm had the security measures in place to safely handle the intended project data, or the entire endeavor would be killed.

      “I convinced one of the desktop support guys to give me access to your former security officer’s email.” Elise sat back in her chair. “This system will be holding classified data once it goes live, am I right?”

      “You are.” Frustration and regret dragged his words across the floor.

      “Okay.” Elise crossed and uncrossed her legs. “So, if HaleStorm gets rejected for this project’s security clearance, you’re on shaky ground. You risk losing not only a seven-figure contract but any other clients who hear the good word that your software security isn’t up to their stringent standards.” She narrowed her gray eyes right at Michael.

      Tom stood straighter. “Jesus Christ.”

      “Calm down, Tom.”

      Tom, a couple of decades older than Elise, wouldn’t take kindly to her getting pushy. And Michael couldn’t tell if she was making things personal because of lingering hurts or just laying out facts with a lot of attitude. Michael himself didn’t much like someone younger—someone he used to mentor, for fuck’s sake—taking him to school.

      This was the shit hand they’d been dealt though, so they might as well play it. He turned to Tom. “Look, we already know this is bad. Let’s just figure out how to deal with the situation.” A muscle twitched in Michael’s jaw.

      To Elise, he said, “Our software and hardware all exceed standards. The agency sent an independent third-party investigator to watch us do every fucking thing except piss. All of our processes got scribbled onto that lady’s clipboard. More flying colors than a pride parade.”

      Elise flattened a hand. “If that were the case, I wouldn’t be here. If the investigator gave you a pass, why did you fail on the validation?”

      “When it came time to hand over our in-house documentation, it turned out everything had been out of date for years. Some sections had been left blank and never filled in. The individual responsible had been too busy giving himself liver damage and the clap,” Tom chimed in.

      Her turn to do a double take. “You’ve been operating this entire time without any security documentation in place?”

      Michael leaned forward and interlaced his fingers. “My father trusted people he shouldn’t have. Are you someone I can trust, Elise? Because I intend to see this fixed. I need to.” Given the way they’d left things all those years ago, he had his doubts. After that kiss, she’d stormed away and hadn’t spoken to him again. The risks, the potential “Hell hath no fury,” made him uneasy.

      They stared. Elise’s gaze narrowed again faintly. Across the room Tom shifted, probably uncomfortable with the vibe in the room and not sure why.

      Elise licked her lips and Michael blinked, clearing his throat. He took the blame for any lingering discord between them. Still, he needed to know she could put aside her issues and actually handle the task at which his now-fired security chief had failed.

      In one goddamn week.

      He raised his eyebrows. She hadn’t answered.

      Elise lifted a shoulder. “This isn’t a case of simply revising some out-of-date manuals. Things have evolved too much since your original documentation was created. Even if I could do that, your client has sent over a specialized questionnaire. Most everything’s gonna have to be redone from scratch.”

      “Of course.” That muscle in Michael’s jaw went ahead and piped up again. He took a slow breath and pressed his fingers together. “Are you telling me you’re not up to the challenge?”

      Elise grinned then, those berry lips curling so delightfully, Michael was sure the fake plant on his desk turned toward her for attention. “I can get it done. Even better, when I’m finished, you can use what I’ve put together as a template to hand over to other clients. If you think about it, maybe DOJ has done you a favor. You’ll finally have everything done correctly.”

      Would he, now? That’d be a nice fucking change of pace.

      “Maybe you’re right.” He smiled slightly at Elise. An urge to say things he shouldn’t burned in his center. Maybe when this week ended, he’d have the opportunity to sit down with her and put to rest a few issues that lay unresolved between them. “At any rate, you’re here. And we certainly appreciate your help.”

      Surprise flashed in Elise’s eyes, and Michael admitted a secret thrill to himself that he’d thrown her off guard.  A flush of color crept up her chest, her neck, and added to the gentle stain on her cheeks.

      “Absolutely.” She slapped her palms on the desk as she stood. “Now, I’d better get to work.”

      He opened his mouth to respond just as Tom made a noise off to the side. “I’m nervous about the fact that they’ve shortened our timeline. You think they’re setting us up for failure?”

      “Your former security guy wasn’t responding, so they moved up the deadline to pressure you into giving them what they want. Maybe also to make you sweat.” She shrugged. “So, you’re sweating. Mission accomplished. The good news is we’re going into the holidays. Thanksgiving is this Thursday. The chances are excellent most of your client’s team will be out of the office all week. It gives us extra time to pull the paperwork together without anybody calling to cause trouble on their end.”

      Jesus, were the holidays really bearing down on them? Michael had been so busy dealing with his father’s passing. Getting his shit together at work. Staying focused on anything proved difficult.

      Without meaning to, Michael found himself tracking the curve of Elise’s legs as she walked toward the door. Had they always been so long?

      When he glanced up, he met with her direct stare. Busted.

      The blush on her cheeks deepened.

      Michael’s heart pounded. He cleared his throat again. “Do you have everything you need?”

      “If you could spare an employee who went through the validation process with that third-party consultant, that would be great. The more expediently I capture your procedures, the better.”

      Tom spoke up from the back. “Wait a minute. The entire point of bringing in a consultant is to save time and avoid alerting our employees that the company is at risk. The last thing we need is a morale issue on top of everything. The fewer employees we loop in, the better.”

      Michael gripped the arm of his chair. He’d been the one to put the screws to Tom about Elise’s qualifications, which no doubt was pushing Tom to be extra tough on Elise. All the same, Michael had to hold himself back from coming to her defense. As much as he might want to, he couldn’t go soft on her with his company at stake. Shit, he wished he’d known in advance whom Tom had hired.

      Elise sat again. Calmly, she turned toward Tom while Michael took a slow breath. “Understood,” she said. “However. Thanks to the negligence of your previous employee, I’m starting with information that is more out of date than my mom at a boy band concert. I’m good, but I am not psychic. Either I need to pretend I’m another one of those security investigators and have your people walk me through all your processes a second time, or you give me a single person to pull aside and bleed for information.” She grinned, folding her hands in her lap. “My way is less disruptive.”

      Goddamn, with her legs crossed and her spine and neck all spiraled upward that way, she looked so assured and graceful.  Hard to remember the shy college student who’d discussed workflow with Michael over hibachi and diet sodas.

      His pulse rushed, remembering all those late work nights with Elise. Another throat clear, followed by a swig from the water bottle on his desk and a fervent hope he still had a good poker face. This week, he’d need one. “She’s right,” Michael admitted.

      And damned if she didn’t look shocked again that he’d just backed her up. Well, he’d call that one a point in his favor.

      Tom looked like he might argue, but Michael slashed his hand through the air. “No. Listen. If you don’t want to pull someone, then do the walk-through with her yourself. Work something out.” He turned back to Elise. “Anything more?”

      Her eyes crinkled with humor. “I could use some highlighters.”

      He smiled. “I assume you remember how to find the supply closet. If you don’t find the color you need, have Penny order them for you.”

      Michael saw a slight curve to her lips. He remembered her quirky habit of hoarding purple office supplies. Highlighters, binder clips. She’d even had a violet stapler. “Please.” She stood. “I’ll have this project put to bed before any new highlighters have time arrive.”

      “I hope you’re right.” The words left his mouth and immediately socked him in the chest. If she could rescue this project, she’d be a miracle worker. She’d be his savior.

      She’d be out of his life again.
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      By the time evening rolled around, Elise’s contact lenses had become one with her eyeballs. Her back and neck ached from staring at her laptop. Marathon work sessions were par for the course in her line of work, but she never quite got used to them.

      She leaned back in her chair at the small conference room table they’d given her for workspace, squeezing her eyes shut to clear her blurred vision. Twisting first to one side and then the other elicited a tension-relieving series of pops and cracks that cascaded down her spine.

      “Ouch.”

      She opened her eyes at the sound of Michael’s—Mr. Hale’s—low voice, and turned the other way to find him closer behind her than was comfortable.

      Shivers danced across her skin. He’d lost the tie. Unbuttoned his top two buttons. Hair even more mussed than earlier when he’d just come in from the windy outdoors.

      One hand held the jacket he’d removed and slung over his shoulder. The other, a large brown paper bag. “I brought dinner.”

      “Wow. Thanks. You didn’t have to go to the trouble. I would have stopped on my way home.” Deliberately, she placed her pen in front of her on the table.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Which would be when?” He waved a hand at the papers spread across the small conference room table. “Looked to me like you’d settled in for the evening.” He kicked the door shut behind him then took a seat in the swivel chair immediately next to her. “Besides. I’m here to help. And I’m starving.”

      She breathed a quiet laugh. “You’re…”

      When she’d asked for someone to help her out with the documentation, she’d figured they’d give her some low-on-the-ladder code monkey. Maybe one of those fresh-faced guys from desktop support who were still busy practicing their goatee-growing skills and learning how to crack the software in their smart phones.

      She’d felt bad enough about the idea of getting assigned a guy from senior management, but Michael? No.

      He stopped in the middle of pulling Chinese containers from the bag. “Don’t sound so shocked. Tom’s right. I’d prefer word of this issue not spread through the employees until we have it well in hand. I appreciate your confidence about being able to get it resolved, I simply don’t want to call the game until the clock has run out.”

      “But I thought you said Tom…?” She lost her voice when he handed her a rectangular container. Singapore-style rice noodles. Her favorite. How on earth could he have remembered?

      “Tom had a family emergency this afternoon. As the last of my family was recently cremated, I am short of those at the moment.”

      Elise swallowed hard and focused with unnecessary care on venting the steam from her noodles. His face betrayed no emotions, his focus appeared to be one-hundred percent invested in emptying their dinner from the bag. Her heart ached for him anyway.

      “What about…?” She didn’t remember any names, but she’d met a brother once upon a time, during her internship. No. Two brothers? They’d come to the annual employee barbecue. Not that it was any of her business. “I thought I remembered you had other family.”

      “Well,” he said softly. “I lost touch with my mother long before she passed. And my brothers both disowned me when the bastard Hale received control of the company.”

      He delivered the news casually, calmly, while fishing in the bag for a packet of dipping sauce.

      The giant lump in her throat made swallowing even more difficult. “I’m sorry.” For a moment, his hand lay near hers. In spite of her lingering hurt and anger toward him, a touch of her fingers on the backs of his knuckles struck her as the thing to do. “I liked your father. He was a good guy.”

      He looked at her with sharp, dark eyes, like she’d startled him, but didn’t move away.  “He certainly tried to be. He made mistakes I suppose, but then again, we all do.” With that, a crease formed in the center of his forehead. He stared at her as if he was trying to figure something out while he licked his lips so…

      Slowly.

      “I suppose we do, yes.” Dammit. That had come out sounding all soft and breathy, and not at all the way Elise intended. She stopped herself from thunking her head on the table.

      “Well. My father always said mistakes are necessary. They’re how we grow and learn.” With a breath, Michael straightened and handed her a pair of chopsticks. The shadows on his face disappeared. As he scanned the documents she’d spread across the table, he said, “So, we’ve got a mistake in front of us. Tell me what you’ve learned.”

      Okay. Family discussion closed.

      She scooted closer to avoid craning her sore neck and pointed with the yet unused chopsticks. “That first stack of papers is basically a template for what your security officer should have sent to your client. That second one is a list of everything you got spanked for missing on the validation. I spent the day going through and color coding them. Red for procedures you were supposedly never following.” She gave him a look of mock sympathy. “No password encryption? Really? Do you also have a wooly mammoth in the staff kitchen to help wash the dishes?”

      “Elise.” He scowled.

      Perhaps she should have left well enough alone. Her inner imp couldn’t help but try to get a smile out of him, the way she always had when they used to work together. When they were more like friends than coworkers. The way his eyelids hung heavy and his full mouth was set with so much tension, she only wanted to make him relax a little.

      “What about chisels and stone tablets for note-taking?”

      Michael may have tried to hide it, but the corners of his mouth turned upward. The lines on his face eased. “Check the supply cabinet. You’ll probably find them near those highlighters you asked me about earlier. So to save time, we focus first on the red, yes?” He turned his attention back to the spreadsheet.

      “Exactly.” Elise leaned sideways to flip pages. “And you’ll notice some of these are easier to address than others. So we go through the spreadsheet, hit the straightforward ones first, and then we save the complicated ones for later. Sadly, this is one situation where quantity matters more than quality. I may be confident that I can finish this project before the deadline, but I always like to hedge against unexpected speed bumps.”

      It was impossible to ignore the lingering spices of his cologne when she stopped for breath. “Uh… Right now, go ahead and skip anything so straightforward a chimp could answer. I got Tom to hook me up with a login to your development system, so I can easily see with my own two eyes whether or not you actually do protect your passwords. No reason to waste the CEO’s valuable time on that stuff. How long do I have you for, anyway?”

      When he lifted his head to answer her, their mouths were nearly close enough to practice buddy breathing. “As long as it takes.”

      Suddenly, Elise realized her lips were dry. She wanted to lick them but there was no way in hell, because he was right there and nuh-uh, no sir, no way was she going down that road again.

      Damned if the possibility didn’t make her throb all over, and she kind of hated herself for her body’s reaction.

      You’re supposed to be mad at him, remember? He hurt you. He jeopardized your career.

      She didn’t want to empathize about his difficult relationship with his family or be grateful to him for bringing her dinner. To remember how much she used to enjoy his company. And yet, the conflict of emotions battled in her chest like a pair of Rock’em Sock’em Robots.

      “That’s really…” She cleared her throat and backed away from the heat of his body so she could finally lick her lips. She took it a step further and dug around in her purse for lip balm. Placing an object in her lap gave her the flimsy illusion of an added barrier between them. “Thank you. For helping.”

      “It’s my company. At the end of the day, it’s my ass on the line.” She’d never seen him so serious, his eyes so black.

      Elise tried to make light as she smoothed on some cherry lip balm and dropped her purse to the floor. “Then again, if I fail and you complain to my boss or refuse to pay for the project, it’s my ass.”

      It was one of those jokes that really wasn’t. He didn’t answer, but the heavy weight of his gaze lingered, resting on her. She turned and refused to face him, refused to acknowledge the doubt she’d seen written on his face earlier that day.

      She’d faced forward to adjust her laptop when his hand landed on her arm. She turned again to find his eyes hard, like she’d never seen them before.

      “Michael—Mr. Hale.”

      “You can fail at this project. I can call PermaSolv to complain. I can have you fired.” He leaned closer. “None of those things will save the jobs of thousands of employees or my father’s lifetime of hard work. Those are the things that are on the line. So you bet your ass that I will see this through personally.”

      The place where his hand touched her burned. “I understand,” she said.

      “I hope so.”

      Shivers raced up and down her spine. Elise shrugged her shoulder and tried to pretend the vent above the conference room table caused her chills. Funny, she remembered Michael as a confident but quiet presence. Easygoing, he had been the guy who’d managed the office interns probably because he was so great at coming across as everyone’s buddy. He’d taken her out to dinner many times, as a thank-you for working late.

      He did not come across as friendly and easygoing now. “I understand, Mr. Hale.” Very much the opposite. Was this due to his father’s death? That is none of your business, Elise. “It’ll get done.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.” She forced a laugh and tried to pull her arm away, intent on eating her food and returning to her work. She needed him to stop looking at her with those dark amber eyes. Somehow they were chipping away at her grudge.

      And of course, she hadn’t always been right. Five years ago she’d been very, very wrong. Maybe she was still wrong, because she’d sworn she’d never face Michael Hale again unless it was to knee him in his manly bits. Here she sat all the same, her chest tight with something that felt disturbingly like sympathy.

      She smiled and held up her chopsticks. “Thank you again for dinner. I can’t believe you remembered my order.”

      He leaned back in his chair and sucked hot mustard from his thumb. “I remember everything, Elise.”
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      When the conference room clock showed the hour hand past two in the morning and Elise had done the same maddening catlike stretch in her chair for the umpteenth time, Michael decided they’d had enough. He’d had enough. The cells on the spreadsheet in front of him blurred and swam. In a contest between his fingers and eyelids for “most twitchy,” no clear winner could be established.

      “Let’s pick this up in the morning,” he said.

      She groaned and rolled her neck around. “I think I’ll stay,” she murmured. “But you go. I’m sure this transition and losing your father has taken its toll.” She gave a small, tired smile, and for the first time since she’d walked back through the front doors, it seemed like she might actually think he was an okay guy. “You look like you could use the rest.”

      “Mm-hmm.” He put his hand on the lid of her laptop and pushed it closed.

      “Hey.” She reached for her computer.

      He stopped her by putting his hands over hers. He noted that she wore no ring, and at that moment, the absence of his own affirmed the rightness of handing that envelope of divorce papers to Becca. He’d removed the ring before moving into his own place, and now he was even more comfortable with his decision. “You can’t do your best work for me if you’re hungry and exhausted. I’ve seen too many employees try to run on fumes and fail.”

      Her fingers drummed on the table. “I’ll be fine. I still have a little energy left, and if I get hungry, I think I spotted some leftover bagels in the break room.”

      For the first time in weeks, he laughed. “It’s Monday. At least it was when you first got here. Bagel day was Friday. You’d do better to use those things to hammer nails. Or to throw them at my office manager for not having already chucked them in the trash.”

      She sighed and pulled one hand away to rub her eyes. She didn’t seem to notice, and Michael didn’t mention, that their other two hands remained touching on the warm lid of her closed computer.

      “Okay, here’s the thing: First, better I front-load the work and get done early than the other way around. Better safe than sorry. Also…”

      She pulled her hand off the laptop to sweep her wavy red hair from her face, and Michael’s skin turned cold from the loss.

      “There’s no point in my leaving, as late as it is now. I’ll only have to come back crazy early and my apartment is a good half-hour drive from here. My roommate is a go-go dancer, he’ll be getting home around the same time I do, and probably not alone. I guarantee you, I won’t get any rest anyway.”

      “Hmm.” Michael pressed his lips together.  “What did you plan to do about a change of clothes if you stayed?”

      “I have an overnight bag in my car,” she said absently as she reopened her laptop.

      He put his hand on hers and closed the damned machine again. “Can you hang the hell on for a second?”

      “Do you act this way with all your employees?” She stared hard. “Why do you care if I sleep?”

      “I don’t act this way with my employees because they know to listen the first time. Maybe it’s a contractor thing. I certainly recall you being a much better listener when you were an intern.”

      She swiveled her chair to face him fully. A challenge burned in her gray eyes. “Yeah, well. A lot has changed.”

      Perhaps exhaustion had removed his professional mask. Although ill-advised, Michael allowed himself to do a full visual sweep. All that twisting in her chair to pop her back had worked loose the top button on her blouse, serving up an enticing hint of cleavage. Those long, toned, stocking-free legs of hers showed a teasing hint of a morning glory vine on the back of one calf.

      “Yes,” he said. “I can see how much is different.”

      Elise rolled her eyes. “Michael. Don’t.”

      He leaned so close he could make out the tiny bursts of blue and green interlaced with the gray in her eyes. “I get the impression you think I’m being too familiar, yet you insist on calling me by my first name.”

      The caught look was gone as soon as it crossed her face. “Habit. Michael was what I called you back then and that’s how I’ve thought of you all this time.”

      “I’d wondered what you thought of me.”

      She stood with a glare, gathering her laptop bag and her purse. “Let’s stay focused on your project, Mr. Hale.”

      Well, he’d gotten her to quit for the night, anyway. “All right.” He pushed away from the table. “I apologize. Let’s keep this professional.”

      She laughed low and husky, under her breath. “That’s an excellent idea. Think it’s something you can manage?”

      With her? He’d done a shit job of it five years ago. And in the past year or so since he’d split from Becca, he couldn’t remember anyone else who had sparked his interest.

      “Of course.” But he would keep it professional. He had to.

      “Great.” She hiked the laptop case on her shoulder. “You’re right. I actually am exhausted. I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. Hale.” She took a deep breath and the angry mask slipped from her face. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry about your father.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Good night.” She nodded and turned to go.

      “Wait. What about your roommate?”

      She shrugged. “In case of emergency, I have ear plugs.”

      Michael shook his head. “I hate for you to drive back to DC. The company still maintains a couple of furnished apartments across the street for visiting clients. I’m staying in one myself right now, but there’s another standing empty. You’re welcome to use the space while you work this week to avoid so much back and forth. You’d get at least an extra hour of sleep.”

      Her brows drew together. “You’re staying in a furnished apartment across the street?”

      “Becca got the house. We separated over a year ago.”

      “Oh, that’s… I’m sorry.”

      “Sometimes these things are for the best.” And it really had been. He handed Elise her teetering stack of documentation and then taped a note to the door indicating the conference room was occupied. “I’ve had my office manager block the conference room calendar for you all week, but some people don’t bother to check first.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      He pulled out his key ring then detached one, holding his hand out. “So. The apartment?”

      Her head dropped back to her shoulders as she sucked in a harsh breath. “You don’t have to do this. I’ll be fine getting home.”

      “I know.”

      “It would be nice to have someplace close by to sleep.”

      He tried to control his smile. “Yes. It would.”

      Triumph drummed inside him when her fingers closed around his and came away with the key.
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      “Mr. Hale I can carry my own—” Elise made a grab for her bag, but he’d beat her to it.

      “Come on. You’ve been in those shoes all day, except for the time I saw you slip them off in the conference room. You don’t want to have to lug everything up by yourself. We can get it all in one trip.” He handed over her purse and slammed the trunk closed.

      She caught a grin from the light of one of the lamps that illuminated the trendy little condo complex’s parking lot.

      “What’s with the sudden formality? First, I’m Michael, now I’m Mr. Hale?” He pointed up a set of stairs to indicate the direction they should go, and she followed.

      She rubbed at a growing sore spot on the back of her neck. “Well.” She paused for a moment to weigh her words, and then decided maybe they should just go ahead and address the big, ugly gorilla standing there between them. “I’m a little confused myself. First you’re acting like you barely know me, questioning my ability to deliver on the job for which you contracted my firm. Then you’re acting a little like you want me to crawl onto your lap and read you my Christmas list.”

      When he pointed to a door, she used the key he’d given her to unlock it, opening it just far enough to set down her laptop and handbag.

      “I figure, just so there’s no misunderstanding, I’ll go ahead and call you Mr. Hale like everyone else.”

      He nodded, gazing for a moment up at the dark sky like he was considering what she’d said. When he swallowed, she couldn’t manage to ignore the slow bob of his Adam’s apple, the way his tongue came out to moisten his full, dark lips.

      She still remembered the taste of those lips.

      “You’re right.” He stepped back, leaning against one of the painted apartment doorframes. His face and body shrouded in shadow, his formal winter coat framing his tall body, making him look strong and refined.

      All those years ago, he’d hardly seemed much older than her, in spite of the decade between them. He looked so different now. Powerful.

      “Not that it serves as an excuse, but it’s been one hell of a week. My father’s ashes are still in a box in my office.”

      Oh God, they are?

      He took a deep breath then let it out. “I’ve had to fire a half dozen employees. I sent senior management out the door. Thank fuck Tom came in and helped me pick up the slack.”

      Someone came jogging up the stairs then, and passed them on their way to the next level. Michael waited for them to move on before he finished. “My father wasn’t himself towards the end. People took advantage. Betrayed him, me, the entire company. It had to be done. Doesn’t mean I enjoyed being the asshole.”

      He shrugged his shoulders as if the entire thing rolled off his back, but the light coming from the little torch on the landing showed pain in his eyes.

      “It’s all so unfamiliar. Then you showed up, and you remind me of a time when I knew myself. When life was better. The way we spent the evening in the conference room together was like going back in time.”

      A deep ache of sympathy bloomed in Elise’s chest. Concern, guilt that she’d been overly harsh toward him, worked its way in alongside. “Michael—”

      “You’re right though,” he said as he slid her overnight bag from his shoulder and handed it over. “I pressed inappropriately. I apologize.”

      Oh. Well. The ache in her chest intensified, and even though she stubbornly tried to keep a firm grip on the hurt and anger she’d held toward Michael all this time, a measure of it slipped through her fingers. This all had to be so hard on him.

      She lifted her hand to offer a comforting touch, but stopped. Doing that very thing had gotten them both in trouble in the past.

      Instead, she took the bag from his hands. “I accept your apology, Michael, thank you. I have every confidence we can go forward professionally from here on out.” Even as she said the words, her hands brushed his, and the sensation pleased her far more than it had a right to.

      He stepped forward. “You want me to come in and show you around?”

      “No! No. Thank you. I can find my way.” Lord, most definitely not. The clock had not quite struck three. Her legs barely held her up. The only place she wanted to go was the shower and the bed, and at this point, she might skip the shower. Her will was weak, and he’d only recently finished a sob story that included telling her he’d started divorce proceedings.

      No. No, she wasn’t touching that one.

      He nodded. “Well. Good night then.”

      “Good night.”

      But he didn’t move.

      “Is something wrong?” Aside from the obvious?

      He hesitated. “It’s late. I thought I’d wait to see you in safely.”

      “Oh.” She managed a smile. “Thank you.” She stepped inside then shut the door. Curiosity grabbed her and spun her around, pinning her eye against the peephole.

      He let himself into the apartment diagonal to hers and shut the door.

      “Oh, crap,” she muttered to herself.

      Great. Neighbors. No way in hell that could be awkward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Early Tuesday morning started with Elise grabbing two giant mochas on the way in to work, a little chocolate and whipped-cream-covered comfort to help ease the craptasticness of schlepping through the Tysons Corner tundra in frigid pre-dawn hours.

      Her phone rang on the way out of the parking garage while she was juggling a purse, a laptop, and two steamy cups. Michael calling. She managed to dig her phone out on the last ring. “Good morning.”

      “I’ll get back to you about the ‘good’ part once I’ve had some fresh-roasted happy juice,” he said. “Which is why I called. I’m at the deli by the building right now, thought I’d see if you wanted anything.”

      “Oh. Actually, I stopped at Starbucks already.” She leaned down so the security badge she’d clipped to her coat could be read by the sensor, and then shoved the door with her hip. “I, uh, got you a peppermint mocha.”

      “Hell, that’s way better than plain old dark roast. I don’t suppose you got an extra shot of peppermint?”

      Elise yawned as she headed through the silent lobby to get on the elevator. The winter darkness was just fading outside, and most of the employees wouldn’t be in for at least an hour or two. She should have slept longer, but the hush of an empty building helped her think.

      “I may have gotten an extra shot of peppermint.”

      You like it that way. I remembered.

      Michael chuckled through the phone. “Well, I suppose it’s only fair.”

      “Oh?”

      “I may have gotten you a chocolate chip muffin.”

      The mere mention made her stomach grumble. “Oh. Well. I don’t like chocolate chip muffins.”

      “No?”

      “No. I love them.” Elise had set down her belongings while waiting for the elevator. She paused mid-breath when she realized she’d wrapped one long strand of hair around and around her index finger. The sound of the lobby door had her yanking her hand behind her back.

      Her gaze darted around the seemingly cavernous space that stood between her position at the elevators and the building’s front door. The Christmas trees, unlit now, glared back with dark, silent judgment. He hurt you. Professionally, not just personally. Remember?

      The trees had a point. After their close encounter the evening before, she’d resolved to be professional, and damned if she wasn’t standing here in the lobby twirling her hair like some kind of teenager.

      “Well, if it’s love, then I guess it’s a good thing I got a four-pack,” Michael said as he swung open the giant entryway doors. His footsteps echoed solidly in the otherwise-empty lobby.

      Wrapping both hands around her mocha, she chugged fast, ignoring the burn and hoping the caffeine would help zap the fog out of her brain. At the very least, the inside of her mouth would be too scorched to do any damage. “That’s…thank you.”

      Dammit, his smile still seemed a little lazy and sleepy, his hair ruffled from the chilly breeze outside. Tough to feel all bitchy and righteous when he stood in front of her holding out a bag of muffins with that tired half-grin. Tough not to think about the fact that he’d only recently woken up. In fact…

      “Your shirt isn’t buttoned quite right.” She pointed to his chest.

      He shook his head and hooked the bag with the muffins over his wrist while he undid his shirt halfway to fix the misalignment, exposing his toned olive chest. “Didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” he mumbled as he refastened his shirt.

      “I hear you.” Coffee. I need so much more coffee. Elise took another glug-glug of her mocha, and handed over Michael’s from a small table by the elevator.

      Wouldn’t it figure, he lifted the lid and took a swipe of the whipped cream with his tongue.

      This is not, not, not happening.

      “Delicious. I needed this, thank you.” Michael took another lick of the good stuff from the top of his drink. “Shall we?”

      Elise blinked and nearly snarfed her swallow. “Oh. Yeah.” Cough, cough. Not-so-ladylike throat clear. “Yes, we shall.” She didn’t argue when he offered to help gather her things.

      He punched the elevator button. “You know, if I haven’t said it already, I do appreciate you being here to help.”

      She blamed the fact that she hadn’t eaten breakfast on the jitters in her stomach. “It’s my job.”

      “Of course,” he said. He leaned his head back against the wall of the elevator, letting his eyelids drift closed. “All the same, your efforts are appreciated. This has been…a lot.”

      She tried to tell herself not to stare, but she let her gaze linger anyway. It slid over the shadows under his eyes, his strong nose. Those broad cheekbones. “You know, you didn’t have to come in so early. I can save the parts I need your help with for whatever time you usually arrive.”

      With a rub of his eyes and another slurp of his coffee, he said, “For now, this is the time I arrive.”

      As they stepped off the elevator, something pinged in Elise’s center. “I’m sure Tom could help me—”

      “Tom has other issues to handle.”

      “Right. Well. It’s nice to have you here.” It’s nice to have you here? Oh, Elise.  She downed her mocha so fast, she thought she might shoot peppermint and chocolate from her nose. At the rate she was going, she’d have the full stadium-sized cup drained by the time they reached the conference room.

      He smiled though, and she nearly tripped over herself. God, she couldn’t think clearly at this hour. Not the way this sleepy, handsome, muffin-delivering version of Michael reminded her of the guy she’d fallen for that summer she’d interned at HaleStorm. He’d been so nice, so friendly. The way he was being now.

      She needed to remember how he’d pushed her away. The way he’d screwed her over. God willing, by the time the caffeine had kicked in, she’d have her brain back online.

      He went to hold the door open for her when they got to the conference room. Feeling the need to put herself back in the driver’s seat, she rushed ahead to get it first.

      He brushed past her as he stepped through, and grinned again. Shit, she didn’t have her mental defenses in place yet, and even in the early morning he looked like he owned the world. “Thanks again for the muffins,” she managed.

      “Least I could do,” he said.

      Unsure how to respond, she ignored the heat that rose to her face and focused on getting on with their day. And boy, was it ever shaping up to be a long one.
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      By the time they’d finished both their coffees and Elise had started her second muffin, they’d actually settled into a pretty good rhythm together. With Elise’s trusty spreadsheets laid out on the conference room table between them, things flowed easily. Professionally. Safely.

      “Okay, this is some of the more involved stuff for you to keep in mind for later. They want you to show proper management of your firewall, for example.” She glanced at Michael. “That’s sort of subjective. I presume they just want proof that it’s being regularly maintained. Maybe if we could take a screen capture of the settings…”

      He handed over a sheet of paper. “A screenshot of our firewall’s rule set, taken the day they came to root around in all of our business.” Another sheet of paper. “Another more recent screenshot to show the adjustments made since.” He smiled. “Next?”

      The soft, dark fur of his arm brushed her skin as he pulled away. Elise took the stomach flutters as a sign she’d had enough muffins. “Next. Next…” She tapped her lip and scanned her sheet for the next blank space. “Server configuration?”

      With exaggerated flourish, another stack of paper appeared in front of her.

      “O-kay.”  She narrowed her eyes at him. “External building security specs?”

      More paper. “Booyah.”

      “Mr. Hale, I don’t think the company president is allowed to say ‘booyah’.”

      Big grin. “Sure I can. You thought that documentation was going to be a pain to produce, and here I had it all printed off and ready to go for you first thing this morning. So, I repeat. Booyah.”

      She bit her lips together to keep from smiling. “You’ll also need to provide an up-to-date security clearance for all employees supporting this project once it goes live.”

      Three more stacks of paper found their way into her hands.

      Elise couldn’t keep her mouth closed.

      Michael chuckled. “I studied your checklist as soon as you gave it to me,” he said. “Sent out a few requests.”

      “Thank you.” The way he’d gone above and beyond to help warmed her. Sure, this was his company and ultimately whatever helped her, helped him. He still hadn’t needed to go out of his way like that.

      “Of course.” His grin widened. “Now. It seems like we’re moving along really well. Tell me what’s next.”

      His phone buzzed.

      “Do you need to get that?”

      He shook his head as he tapped a reply. “Sales issue. Hopefully they can handle it without me. So. Next?”

      She returned his smile and indicated all the papers he’d given her. “Actually, I don’t suppose you have a paperclip? I’d like to corral all these dead trees you just handed me before my piles get out of order.”

      He held one up. A purple one. “Yes. Heaven forbid we disturb your neatly organized piles.”

      “Where—” Her phone buzzed. Awfully early to be hearing from her mother. Worry danced on the back of her neck. “I’m sorry. It’s my mom. Do you mind if I step into the hall and let her know I’ll call her later?”

      “By all means.”

      When Elise returned, she placed her phone on the table in front of her next to a small mound of purple paper clips. She paused, her pulse quickening as she picked one up. “Where did these come from?”

      “Turned out I had an assorted box of colored ones in my desk drawer. Long conference call yesterday about computer-based training.” He shrugged. “The things you do when you’re bored.”

      She laughed, even as her gut tightened around those things he’d done that she hadn’t forgiven. Holding on got harder with every passing hour, with every chocolate chip muffin and every purple paper clip. “I hate to even imagine.”

      “Yeah, you think that’s bad? We’ve got satellite offices on the West Coast and the project manager over there is what you might call a slow talker.” He mock winced as he crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. His foot tapped against hers, hitting Elise with a startled jolt. “One of these days I’m going to stretch out on the floor and go right to sleep.”

      “You would not.”

      “I might.”

      They both smiled and, for a moment, that weird thing happened where their gazes met and something kind of clicked in the silence between them.

      Before Elise could think about it too hard, a knock sounded at the door.

      Craig George, HaleStorm’s sales manager, stuck his head in the door. “Oh, hey there, Michael.” He gave a fast nod to Elise. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got a presentation for CKE Global in a couple of hours. They want a discount on the bid that I can’t authorize without your go-ahead.”

      Michael held up his BlackBerry. “I sent you a reply. Told you to hold firm on twenty percent. We take a bigger cut, we’ll lose money on the project.”

      Craig made a pained face. “I’d really like to meet these guys halfway. As a customer, they could be great for referrals.”

      “No.” Michael shook his head. “I saw the specs when they put a call out for bids. It’s a risky project.”

      Elise could see from the look on his face that Mr. Sales Guy didn’t want to budge and resisted the urge to open her mouth. This was so none of her business, and Michael clearly had the situation under control.

      Still, new sales wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t shore up HaleStorm’s shaky foundation. This guy needed a lesson in priorities.

      “They’re saying they’ve already got another contractor offering a lower bid. I need to walk in there ready to play ball.”

      Michael stood and braced his knuckles on the conference room table. “Let me take a look at your proposal.”

      Elise tried not to notice the way Michael’s forehead creased so deeply. The day—the week—had hardly begun, and he already looked exhausted. A pang of jealousy came back to punch at her sympathy, and she found herself wishing he’d been as concerned about her career five years ago as he was about all the people under him now.

      Craig stepped back, holding the door for Michael. “Thanks, man. ’Preciate it.”

      Michael shook his head. To Elise, he said, “Hang tight. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here,” she said.
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      Michael didn’t make it back to Elise until late Tuesday afternoon, striding into the conference room after being pulled away for the umpteenth time. He ignored the grateful smile Elise gave the tech guy who had come in to set up a printer.

      “Sorry,” he said with unnecessary volume. “Scheduling miscommunication this time.”

      While Steve from desktop support jumped a little at the sharpness in Michael’s tone, Elise only smiled slightly and refocused on her spreadsheet. “You’re an important man with important responsibilities,” she murmured. “Completely understandable.”

      Michael frowned as he sat. “Thank you.” I think.

      Steve seemed to hover nearby with indecision. “Is there anything else either of you need?” The young man looked from Michael to Elise, where his gaze lingered.

      For right or for wrong, Michael did not approve of the way the young tech-support guy seemed to inhale Elise with his eyes. “Steve, there’s an excess of crumpled paper by the printer in the developers’ area, which usually means a jam. Check that out if you would, please.”

      “Absolutely, Mr. Hale.” The young man nearly backed over a chair in his escape for the door.

      “Thank you for your help, Steve,” Elise added. She brushed her shiny red hair from her shoulder and flashed the kid a blinding smile. “You’ve been just awesome.”

      Oh, Jesus, you’d think she’d stripped down to her underwear and handed the kid a suitcase full of money the way his baby face lit up. “No sweat, Elise.” With that, the young man bounded out of the room like an excited bunny who’d gotten his paws on the world’s juiciest carrot.

      Michael got up to close the door behind him, leaning his back against the cool wood surface. “‘You’ve been just awesome’? Are you serious?”

      She leaned over and poked the eraser of her pencil against his arm. “The way you stormed in here barking and blustering, I figured I oughta throw the poor guy a bone. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that you catch more flies with honey than by being an asshole?”

      He repressed a sneer as he straightened his tie and dropped into the chair next to hers. “My mother didn’t teach me a whole hell of a lot, thank you. And I didn’t mean to bark.”

      “Doesn’t matter. He’s new here and you run the company. You might as well be God.”

      Michael took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Okay. I was an asshole.”

      “Yes.” Her focus remained on her task, but a hint of humor played across her face. “You’ve clearly had a tough day since I saw you last. I’m terribly sorry.”

      He looked at his watch. Dammit, they’d gotten so near to close of business. “The day is shot and I’ve been in this room not even an hour. The interruptions are driving me batshit.”

      Silence while she clicked some things on her spreadsheet. “You hired PermaSolv, and by extension me, to untangle this mess. Your assistance already has truly been invaluable. However, while you’ve been putting out fires all day, I’ve been here working. Because that is my job. Running HaleStorm is your job.”

      But when I’m alone with you in this room, I can relax and ignore the rest of the bullshit. I remember how great it always was to talk to you.

      “You’re right,” he said. He pretended to pay attention to the papers she’d stacked in front of his seat “I’d like to remind you, however, that you asked for an assistant. Again, nobody has a higher stake in this than I do. This is already Thanksgiving week. If we don’t get these documents to the client next week, the rest of these people may not have jobs after the New Year. I hope you can understand my blustering.” He turned to find himself staring right into the softness of her gray eyes.

      Her lips, the color of warm cocoa today, parted in a smile. For only a moment the pressure of her fingers squeezing his forearm made his pulse jump. “Yes, I can understand.” Her thumb made circles on his wrist, and heat pooled in Michael’s body where it really shouldn’t. “Relax,” she said with a smile. “I’ve been making good progress.”

      A knock came at the door. Tom Courtland stuck his head in the room. “Hey, Michael, I’m sorry to interr—”

      “No.” Michael stood. He’d gotten jack shit done that day between putting out fires. He needed more time with this project.

      He wanted more time with Elise. He shouldn’t, but fuck shouldn’t. He did. “I’ve been interrupted all damned day. Can it wait?”

      Tom seemed to consider the question. “I think it can.”

      “Thank you.” He motioned to Elise. “I promised Elise I’d show her the security measures we’ve installed over at the external data center before dinnertime.” He nodded to Tom. “Call me if there’s anything urgent.”

      Tom seemed to hesitate before he nodded back. “Sure thing.”

      He hadn’t promised to take Elise anywhere, but to her credit, she didn’t ask any questions. She checked her phone, made a quiet “oh” as if she hadn’t realized the time, grabbed her laptop and her purse, and followed him out.

      Not a word was said by either of them as he charged through the developers’ area, down the elevator crowded with guys from the sales team, and out to the parking garage.

      When they made it to his car and as they were driving out of the parking garage, she finally said, “Nice Jag.”

      “Thanks. Got it as a birthday present to myself after Becca and I decided to separate.”

      “Two celebrations in one?”

      He laughed. “I figured it was either start fucking around or get a new car.”

      “Well,” she said. “Cars last longer.”

      He hit the gas at a green light. “Exactly.”

      She tapped her fingers on the window. “So where are we really going? Maybe I have my wires crossed, but I don’t recall us discussing the data center.”

      “Dinner.”

      “Dinner?”

      “Dinner.”

      “Are you bullshitting me?”

      He spared her a fast glance. “I never bullshit about money, sex, or food.”

      “Ten minutes ago, we had a conversation about your validation deadline. And you want to take a dinner break?”

      “It’s too early in the week to be as tired as we both are, and we’ll probably be burning the candle at both ends until that damned documentation gets presented on Tuesday. For some reason of cosmic planetary alignment or who the fuck knows what, nobody in that building can so much as tie their shoes today without my help. I need a fucking drink and an artery-clogging appetizer. I need thirty minutes to fucking breathe. You said yourself we’re making good progress?”

      She seemed to hesitate. “So far. It’s still early.”

      Michael held up a hand. “Okay. I know it’s early, and don’t think for one second that taking a sanity break means I’m not serious as pneumonia about this fucking deadline. But I’m ready to go off, and you keep rubbing your eyes. I’ve seen guys break systems because of stupid mistakes they made when they were running on nothing but fumes and energy drinks.”

      And Jesus, he and Elise had been getting along when his sales lead came in and pulled him away that morning. Michael hadn’t had anything good and easy in his life in months. He needed to sit across from her at a restaurant table, the way they used to when she was a starving student—and he’d stupidly tried to pretend they could be buddies—and have a conversation with her that wasn’t rife with tension and unspoken regrets.

      He stopped at another red and turned to look at her dead-on, disturbingly pleased to find her mouth open in shock.

      Elise crossed her arms and leaned back in the seat with a quiet huff. “I hadn’t thought of it quite that way.” She nodded and slapped his arm as the light turned green. “Okay. Dinner. You’re buying.”

      He smiled and hit the gas. “Absolutely.”
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      Clancy’s Pub sat in the back corner of a charming shopping center about a mile down the road from HaleStorm Engineering’s office park. As much as Elise wanted to remain stiff and businesslike in Michael’s presence, it got harder every minute. The pub’s warm atmosphere and the “small” Guinness she’d ordered were really getting to her.

      Or perhaps working side by side with the man after so many years reminded her of the reasons she’d liked him so much. Either way, she had a fuzzy glow that extended beyond a mild buzz.

      Maybe Michael Hale wasn’t such a bastard after all.

      “No, you’re right. I am a bastard.”

      She sucked in a breath.

      “Didn’t realize that was your out-loud voice?” He grinned from across the table and tapped his fingers playfully on her forearm.

      Elise’s nerve endings danced in response, even though she silently scolded them not to.

      They’d snagged seats next to a big stone fireplace, and after being outside in the forty-degree weather, the fire had her never wanting to return to that conference room again. And forget the way the golden glow played up his scruffy stubble. Mother of suckers, his looks could have convinced Mother Teresa to sin. If only things between them were different.

      “I…” What was there to say? She shrugged and flipped the paper napkin ring she’d been fiddling with onto the table. “Sorry. Sometimes I have no quality control between my brain and my mouth.”

      He propped his head on his hand, looking worn out for the barest of moments before he sat up straight again. He opened his mouth like he might speak but then the waitress came, putting dinner plates the size of Texas in front of each of them.

      “There you go, guys, let me know if I can get you anything else.” The waitress, a perky blonde with a ponytail, gave Michael a friendly grin. Michael grinned back, and Elise realized her reaction exceeded the limits of acceptability when she squeezed her Guinness too tightly and nearly dropped the glass.

      Jeez. It wasn’t any of Elise’s concern who Michael flirted with. But still.

      “Actually,” Elise said to the waitress. “I can tell you already I’m going to need a to-go box. Please.”

      “Sure.” Perky Waitress turned to Michael. “Anything for you?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      After the waitress left, Michael said, “Everything okay? You seem tense.”

      Fabulous. She forced a smile. “I’m great.”

      “Good.” He pointed to her plate with his fork. “You’re going to love this. Best Shepherd’s Pie you’ll ever have.”

      Elise laughed. “Okay, that’ll be an easy contest. I’ve never had Shepherd’s Pie before. I’m not even sure how you talked me into ordering it, because I’m still feeling sketchy.”

      “No, it’s delicious. Swear.” He took a bite of his onion ring. “Gotta at least taste.”

      “If it’s such a culinary masterpiece, why didn’t you order the damn pie?”

      He pointed at his burger, which was roughly the size of a newborn cow. “I was in a sandwich mood. Sometimes you want something you can sink your fingers into. Here.” He grabbed his fork and stuck it into her food without preamble, then held it out for her to take a bite.

      “Okay, good grief.” She closed her lips around the forkful of meat and veggies with savory sauce. Lo and behold, it tasted great. “Mmm.” She chewed and licked her lips. “All right. You were right. It’s good.”

      “Good?”

      “Very good.”

      “Delicious?”

      “Very good.”

      He smiled and leaned back as he took a sip of his beer, his arm rubbing hers in the process. It happened a time or two when they’d first arrived, and since then she’d tried to keep her movements to a minimum.

      Except that, somewhere along the way, she’d stopped trying. Now and then their legs shifted and brushed as well. Every slide of his suit pants along her calves made her heart bounce and her stomach flip.

      “So.” Elise leaned forward, placing her forearms on the edge of the table so they were again out of the danger zone. She took another small, fortifying sip of her own beer, to have something to do with her hands. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Not to pry, but you’ve mentioned your mother more in the last couple of days than I ever heard you bring her up before. You said you lost touch before she died. I wondered why.”

      He straightened in his chair and pulled his leg away, and her body went all chilly. “That sounds like the very definition of prying.”

      Elise tried not to choke on another swallow of Guinness. Embarrassment engulfed her body in flames. “Curiosity, then.” She closed her eyes and took a breath, trying to regain some of her common sense. “You and I had all these great late-night talks while we were working on that database implementation, but you always danced around discussing your family. And it seemed like something that bothered you.”

      His face hardened. “Airing my family’s dirty laundry to an employee wouldn’t have been a wise move.”

      But kissing me was okay?

      She opened her mouth and snapped it closed just as fast. No way in hell was she bringing up that mess. She’d dug her own grave, there. And it wasn’t as if she went around showing off the skeletons in her family’s ramshackle closet.

      “You’re right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” She wiggled her fingers at her head. “I mentioned the brain-mouth filter thing.”

      He’d always seemed strangely haunted when conversations skated the line of discussing his mother, and she’d remembered today, wondering what caused him so much pain. She couldn’t help wanting to know.

      You damn well better. His personal life is not your concern.

      Elise jumped when Michael captured her hand in his. “You did say something about a lack of quality control.” He shook his head. “I’d lived with Dad since I was a kid. I hardly knew my mother because she wasn’t really stable enough to care for me. That’s all.”

      His low-spoken words touched her deep in her core. “You don’t have to explain,” she said. “Really. I have my own family baggage and mental health issues. I apolog—”

      She lost her breath when he threaded his fingers through hers, setting off little tingles in her fingertips. “You know, I’ve been feeling like I’m the one who owes you an apology. For being so harsh with you at that end-of-summer barbecue when you kissed me. I overreacted. I’ve never forgotten the look on your face.”

      A fresh burst of heat rushed to Elise’s cheeks. She definitely wasn’t drunk enough for a conversation about the kiss. She pulled her hand away with a jerk.

      The pain, the embarrassment, everything came hurtling home. The memories lodged themselves in the center of her chest.

      “Okay, first of all? It takes two to play tonsil hockey. I know it’s been a while, but I distinctly recall your tongue in my mouth. And second? If you think that’s the reason I’m still angry, then you’ve got it all wrong.”
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      After dinner, the walk from the restaurant to the car weighed heavy with tense silence, punctuated only by the clatter of Elise’s high-heeled shoes on the parking lot pavement.

      Michael dropped the bag with their leftover food on the backseat floor of his car and slammed the door shut. He rounded the back to confront Elise, who stood impatiently by his trunk with her arms crossed. No way in hell was he actually going to entertain her ridiculous request to let her walk back alone. Especially not at this time of night.

      “Are you crazy?”

      So much for a sanity break.

      The corner of her mouth lifted in a wicked smile. Standing there by his car, half in shadow and half in the light of a parking lot lamp, Elise appeared infuriating and sinful and delicious enough to consume as a dessert chaser to the meal they’d hardly touched. “I don’t think so, but it’s hard to say for sure. Maybe my memory’s just fuzzy. Lemme tell you what I recall from that kiss five years ago. Your lips were firm, you tasted like beer and mesquite sauce, and you made my fucking toes curl.”

      “Jesus.” His body throbbed.

      “But.” She charged forward, jabbing two fingers in his chest. “As magical as your tongue was, you’re a smart man. You can’t possibly think I’m holding on to a kiss. Not after all that time.”

      Why the fuck not? He still held on. Not only the kiss. All those nights working late with Elise during her internship had been a monumental rookie mistake, and he’d gotten too close. If she hadn’t been so young that afternoon she’d been bold enough to kiss him, if she hadn’t been his employee, he would have wanted more.

      Part of him still wanted more.

      He’d never forgotten the look on her face when he’d put his hands on her shoulders and eased her off of him. Her look of surprise that changed to disappointment, and then anger before she walked away. The betrayal in her eyes that sank a knife deep into his gut every time he called up the memory.

      Frustration made him want to grab her again now, grip her shoulders and dig in hard with his fingers. “If it wasn’t about the kiss, then educate me.”

      She tipped her head and licked her lips. Goddamn. He should remind her that their time together sure as fuck had been worth something. “The letter.”

      That fucking reference letter.

      Shit.

      He looked away, watching two cars play out their road rage at the end of the strip of stores. While the vehicles gunned their engines and threatened to ram each other, Michael steeled himself against the dread gathering inside. He had hoped she’d never find out about the reference letter. In hindsight, that hope had been reckless.

      “I made the best decision I could at the time.” He turned back to face her, hating the clear assumption of betrayal in her eyes. “Scarborough told you?”

      Her hand lifted, and he half-wondered if she wasn’t gearing up to land a big smack on him. “If you didn’t think I had what it took to do that job, why didn’t you tell me to my face?”

      “You know that wasn’t the case.”

      She gestured with both hands. “Do I?  I trusted your opinion of my work. I would have taken it a hell of a lot better coming from you, rather than getting a phone call from a potential boss saying they were turning me down because my former employer had declined their request for a reference.”

      “Trust me, you didn’t want that job.” His chest tightened. “Scarborough was not a good employer—”

      “It was project management experience, right out of college. I needed the money, and I needed the title for my resume. I could have dealt with a crappy job for a little while to get that kind of leg up.”

      He grabbed her wrists and pulled her close under the bright parking light. “Listen to me. You did not. Want. That. Job. The things I’ve heard about Scarborough? Suspicion of embezzlement. Sexual harassment complaints. You think maybe there’s a reason that company recently went under? Rumor has it a female manager filed a complaint against him for trying to force his way into her hotel room while they were on a business trip together. It only stayed out of the papers because he paid her enough money to send her kids and grandkids to Ivy League schools. I refused to write that letter because I wanted to protect you.”

      Elise stepped back, wrenching out of his grasp with a shake of her head.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I wish you had told me.” She tipped her head, eyes wide. “I questioned everything I’d done while working for you. Had it been x, y, or z slipup? The weekends I couldn’t work overtime because my mother was ill? Because of something I’d said? Or was it because of that time I was stupid enough to kiss you?”

      He pressed into her personal space and tucked a strand of her wild curls behind her ear. Her body seemed tense and ready to bolt, but she stayed still, letting him touch her, which calmed him inside and out.

      “I would never have jeopardized your future employment simply because you let me know you were attracted to me.”

      He pressed against her then, making it clear exactly how well he remembered that kiss. “That feeling was very mutual.” Caught in the heat of the moment, he let his hands slide up her arms and over her shoulders. “If I’d been free to act on it then, I would have.”

      Her breath hitched loud enough for him to hear. “You still could have said something.”

      Michael held on tight when she tried to push away. “I couldn’t tell you I wanted you. You were too young, too innocent, and you worked for me. I couldn’t tell you about Scarborough because I didn’t know you’d applied until after you left HaleStorm. You hadn’t given me your personal number, which, frankly, was probably for the best. Still, by the time I knew the situation, it was too late.”

      “I see.” Elise looked down, and Michael wished to God he could see her face. Read what she was feeling.

      Regret burned in his veins. “I hope you do. I hope you know how sorry I am for any hurt or confusion I caused.” He got bold and slid one hand upward, tangling his fingers in her curls. “I’m human, Elise. Sometimes I make bad decisions. But I’m trying now to make so many things right.”

      She swept her gaze up and down. “I’m not so sure this is the right decision either. I do still work for you.” She swallowed and licked her lips. “Technically, anyway.”

      Michael’s chest pounded. His arms around Elise now, tonight in the freezing fucking cold, felt a million times more perfect than they had on that sunny August afternoon at the end of the company cookout. Want sizzled through his body.

      When he slid his hand down to her hip to prove exactly how right an idea he thought the two of them could be, the sounds of tire squeals and screamed obscenities came from too near for comfort.

      “Stupid assholes,” Michael ground out. “I saw them earlier. Figured they’d be leaving.”

      Elise shivered, moving out of his grasp. “We should leave, anyway. Like you said, it would be good for us both to get extra rest. I’ll come in early tomorrow morning to make up the time. Right now, we’re on schedule. Can you just take me back to my loaner apartment so I can take a hot shower?”

      Given that he’d been the one to instigate this tense discussion, agreeing to her request now was the least he could do. “Sure. You’re right. We could both use the rest.” Only looking at her now, he didn’t want to rest anymore.

      He wanted so many things, like to take her back to that apartment and show her exactly how much interest in her he still had. How he’d pushed her away after that company picnic not because he hadn’t wanted her, but because he’d wanted her with a frightening intensity.

      Five years ago, the dynamic between them had made a relationship verboten. Now, the future of his company was riding on her. He couldn’t fuck that up with complication.
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