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Chapter One


 


What the hell was going on in that room next
door?

The doors that could turn the two hotel
rooms into adjoining rooms were closed and locked, but the noise
filtered through them as if they were tissue. “Yeah!” a male voice
shouted. “Do it!” Loud laughter erupted.

Sloane frowned, punching her pillow into a
different shape beneath her head. She buried her face in the
pillow, squeezed her eyes closed and tried to ignore the noise.

Another male voice hooted and more laughter
assaulted Sloane’s ears.

Oh my God. Could this day get any worse? She
clenched her teeth. She willed sleep to come back but it ignored
her, and she opened her eyes and stared into the dark hotel room.
Crap. She was wide-awake. Now, all she could hear was the noise
from the other side of the wall.

Sloane flung back the covers and approached
the door. Leaning in, she listened. She heard several male voices,
all loud, obviously drunk, and a lot of laughter. She leaned her
forehead briefly against the door and considered calling the front
desk to complain.

Surely this wouldn’t go on much longer. The
clock on the bedside table said 1:20 a.m. She padded across the
carpet and slid back into bed, then pulled the pillow over her
head. It helped, but she couldn’t get any oxygen. She adjusted it
and focused on her breathing.

She needed sleep. She really needed
sleep. She’d been working late every night this week and had been
sleeping in a strange bed, displaced from her home by the bathroom
reno from hell. On top of that, she’d been called into the CEO’s
office at five o’clock that afternoon. A meeting with the CEO at
five o’clock on a Friday was never a good thing.

Just because a new client had done a
drive-by visit that afternoon and found their creative team sitting
on the floor playing with LEGO bricks rather than working on their
ad campaign, Joseph Huxworth, CEO of Huxworth Packard, one of
Chicago’s top advertising agencies, had flipped shit. And she was
the one he’d picked to fix things.

She replayed their meeting in her mind, her
frustration resurfacing. But he was the boss.

And she’d worked too hard to get where she
was not to deliver exactly what Joe asked for.

She groaned and flopped onto her back. A
loud burst of male laughter from the other side of the wall had her
body tensing even more. Now the clock said 3:05 a.m. Christ. They
were still going at whatever it was they were doing.

That was it. She needed to sleep and for
what she was paying for this damn hotel room, she deserved
to sleep. She threw back the covers again and climbed out of bed.
She stomped across the room, then paused at the door that separated
the two rooms. Curiosity about what the hell they were doing had
her listening. Now she could hear a female voice.

One female voice and several male voices.
Sloane couldn’t make out many actual words, although the woman did
seem to be giving the men instructions.

Then she heard, clear as anything, “And then
you can come on my tits.”

Sloane’s eyes popped open wide, then closed
briefly. Oh sweet loving Lord.

She listened more intently. Yes, there were
at least four or five male voices, and only the one very distinct
feminine voice. Oh my God. What was that woman doing in there?

“Do you just do this for bachelor parties?”
one of the male voices asked.

Sloane thunked her head against the wall. A
bachelor party. Of course. She couldn’t quite make out the
words of the woman’s reply.

Her stomach knotted up a bit, thinking about
a lone woman in a hotel room with a bunch of strange men. God. She
supposed this was what this woman did, but holy hell, she was
putting herself at incredible risk.

For that reason only, Sloane continued to
strain her ears to hear what was going on. Okay, and maybe a little
prurient curiosity. Still she couldn’t make out many words, just a
lot of hoots and hollers and laughter, and “the bachelor should go
first” (oh dear God, first at what?). She heard the woman
give a little shriek but then laugh and issue what sounded like
more instructions, as if they were playing some kind of dirty
game.

“Why do you even have your shirt on, dude?”
a male voice asked quite clearly, his question followed by more
indistinct talk.

God, she was so tired. She did not want to
listen to these guys do whatever it was they were doing with that
woman. Who was she? A hooker? A stripper? An escort? How had they
found her? And what were they doing with her? Were they actually
having sex? What would the bride-to-be think if she knew this was
going on? Or did she know?

If it were her husband-to-be in that
room there’d be hell to pay. Geezus.

Sloane was far from innocent. She knew guys
liked to go out and go wild for bachelor parties, one last crazy
fling before they settled down, but God, having sex with another
woman, no matter if it was paid for, was really
quite…disturbing.

The noise was getting louder. She listened
carefully for any signs the guys were…well, close to hurting the
woman. Even if she was willingly having paid sex with them, she was
still at risk. But there weren’t any what she would consider “sex
noises”. It seemed they were having a lot of fun, even the woman
giving shrieks of what sounded like delight, and then trilling a
feminine laugh.

Now Sloane had second thoughts about
actually going and knocking on the door and telling them to keep it
down. The better plan would be to call the front desk and have them
deal with it. She was just reaching for the phone when a loud
banging on the door reverberated through the room.

She froze. Geezus! Was that her
door?

Again she padded to the door. She peered
through the peephole. Nothing.

More knocking. “Security!”

The knocking was on the door next to hers.
Thank the baby deity. Someone else must have complained, saving her
the trouble.

Security had to knock and call out a few
more times, while silence fell in the room. Sloane leaned against
the wall, imagining all the naked guys panicking, trying to get
dressed. Finally someone opened the door.

Again, she couldn’t hear all the words, but
the security guard from the hotel was clearly telling them they
were making too much noise. The man who spoke to him in a low, deep
voice sounded apologetic, and actually respectful, not drunkenly
belligerent as she’d been afraid. She heard him say, “Yeah, yeah,
got it. Sorry, man.”

The door closed again.

Okay. Finally. Things would quiet down now
and she could get some sleep.

Back in bed, she pulled the feather duvet up
under her chin and got comfy, closing her eyes. But another burst
of laughter made her sigh. The male voices had quieted for a while
but were gradually growing louder and louder. Oh my God. Security
hadn’t helped at all.

Around four o’clock she got up again,
listening. She heard the woman say something about who was going to
pay her. Maybe they were done. Then the door of the adjoining room
opened and closed. And opened and closed again. Okay. People were
leaving that room.

Hopefully the guys were taking taxis and not
drinking and driving.

Christ, why did she even care? They’d hired
a hooker to come to a hotel room and do who knew what.

Finally, silence. Sloane sighed.

It was still hard to get to sleep, imagining
what had been going on in that room. Was someone still in there
going to sleep? The bachelor, perhaps? Or had he gone home to his
unsuspecting fiancée?

Argh. She arranged her pillow again. She had
to stop thinking about it.

Finally, she drifted into sleep.

Saturday morning when she awoke, she blinked
bleary eyes. Blackout drapes on the windows kept out most of the
June sun, but brightness around the edges told her it was already
late. She turned her head on the pillow toward the clock. Crap.
Nearly ten o’clock. That few hours of interrupted sleep had messed
her up. Her appointment at the spa was at ten thirty. She needed to
get moving.

She dragged herself out of bed, started
coffee in the small coffee maker and stumbled into the bathroom.
Shower. Coffee. Then she could go get pampered. Since she’d been
kicked out of her condo by the contractors doing bathroom
renovations, she’d been staying with her brother all week, but he’d
been pretty clear that she needed to be out of his condo Friday
night for his hot date. So she’d booked a night in the hotel and
decided to spoil herself with a facial and mani/pedi in the elegant
spa. A small indulgent reward after the crap week she’d had. After
that she’d go home to her newly renovated bathroom. The contractors
had promised it would be usable today, even if not completely
finished.

The hotel invoice had been slipped under the
door and she didn’t need to check out. She dressed in a pair of
yoga pants, a loose, thin T-shirt and flip-flops. She pulled her
hair up into a messy knot and didn’t bother with contact lenses or
makeup since she was going for a facial. When she’d packed, she
backed out of the hotel room, pulling her small carry-on sized
suitcase behind her, struggling a little with the heavy door. As
she did this, the door of the room next to hers opened and a man
stepped out, slinging a duffel bag over his shoulder.

They came face-to-face in the hall.

Ugh. One of the bachelor party dudes. As if
she wanted to actually see any of them after listening to them all
night.

She met his gaze with raised eyebrows.

He was probably about her age, thirtyish.
His dark hair was messy, stubble shadowed his cheeks and jaw, and
dark circles hugged his lower lids. He blinked bloodshot eyes at
her. Beautiful eyes, probably, when they weren’t red—deep-set and a
clear light blue, with thick dark lashes. Crap, even though he
looked a little rough, he was one of the most gorgeous guys she’d
ever seen.

She lifted her chin. “So, did you boys have
fun last night?”

Color washed up into his face and he briefly
closed his eyes. “Christ. You could hear us.”

“Oh yeah. Pretty much everything.”

That was an exaggeration, but she had a damn
good idea of what had been going on.

“Fuck,” he muttered, rubbing a hand over
those bloodshot eyes. “Sorry.”

“You should be. I’m a few hours short of
sleep and that makes me cranky.” She narrowed her eyes at him.
“Also, I don’t know you or the bride-to-be, but I hope she never
finds out what you were doing at the bachelor party.”

She turned her back on him and stalked down
the carpeted hall toward the elevator, tugging her suitcase along
behind her.

Of course, he was heading the same direction
and they ended up waiting for the elevator together. He shoved his
hands into the pockets of baggy cargo shorts, his big shoulders
hunched under a wrinkled Cubs T-shirt. The air around them hummed
with discomfort.

She adjusted the strap of her purse on her
shoulder. Stared at the small table and chairs arranged nearby. Bit
her upper lip. Tapped her foot in its flip-flop.

The guy cleared his throat. “It wasn’t like
we were doing something illegal,” he muttered.

Her eyebrows flew up. “Prostitution is legal
in Illinois now?”

The man choked. “She wasn’t a
prostitute!”

“Whatever.” That poor woman. Sloane didn’t
want to be all judgy. Who knew what would move someone to do such a
thing. She just hoped the woman was okay. It hadn’t sounded violent
but…her active imagination had been creating scenarios where the
police arrived at her door in the morning to question her on what
she’d heard because they’d found the woman’s raped and mangled body
somewhere.

Finally the elevator dinged its arrival.
Maybe she should take the stairs…but they were on the twenty-fourth
floor and she was just being ridiculous. The police had not found
any body. She stepped in first, poked the button labeled L for
lobby, and faced the doors as they slid shut. She edged farther
away from the man in the elevator, eyeing him warily.

The man leaned against the opposite wall.
She heard his sigh.

Poor baby. All tired and hungover. Beh.

She let out a breath of relief when the
elevator stopped on fifteen and another couple, probably in their
fifties, got on. They stood in the middle of the elevator holding
hands and smiling at each other.

Cute.

When the elevator arrived on the main floor,
she let the couple precede her out, and the other man held out a
hand to let her go before him. Polite. Huh.

She watched him smile at the doorman too as
he walked out, and geezus, he wasn’t even trying to be charming and
sexy—but he was, and she felt that smile in her girl parts.

Lovely.

She was obviously overtired. And undersexed.
Her fatigue had disappeared, thanks to seeing her neighbor, and was
now replaced with an Energizer Bunny buzz of annoyance.

She headed into the spa, unreasonably
disturbed by having run into that man. It was bad enough having
heard them. He was irksomely normal looking, handsome and polite to
the hotel staff. She would have expected someone more skeevy.

She tried to put him out of her head as she
relaxed in the steam room before having her face cleansed, buffed
and polished, then her toes and fingers done. Hopefully the
contractor was correct and she’d be able to move back in. Being out
of her home for over a week was a pain in the ass. It wasn’t
supposed to take this long, but her building was old and every time
they did one thing they ran into another unforeseen problem that
added time to the reno. She’d been harassing Lando every day about
it and he was probably as eager to have this job done as she was,
so he wouldn’t have to put up with her anymore.

Monday morning, Levi inspected his
appearance in his bedroom mirror. He brushed a hand over the lapel
of his perfectly fitted Armani jacket, adjusted the collar of the
golf shirt beneath it, turned his head to check the hair and his
shave job. Sideburns perfect, hair back off his face. All good.
First day on the new job. Hopefully he’d nailed the casual but
professional vibe he’d gotten when he’d been at the office for his
interview. He needed to make a good impression.

He wasn’t really worried. They wanted him at
Huxworth Packard. They wanted him so fucking bad they’d recruited
him from AdMix after they’d won that Cannes Lion and One Show
pencil for their Mercedes commercials. He grinned. He was a star
copywriter and Huxworth Packard was goddamn lucky to get him.

He checked the time on his cell phone as he
unplugged it from the charger on his dresser. The distance from his
Streeterville condo to the Lachman Building on South Wacker wasn’t
that far, but he wanted to be sure to have time to locate his new
parking spot, one of the perks of the new job, along with a
substantial increase in pay.

Not that he’d ever outwardly show it, but he
was damn excited about this new job. Huxworth Packard had the
coveted Verhoeven Brewery account. Beer! Everyone wanted to work on
a beer account. And he was going to be working on that
account. Fucking yeah!

“Okay, Chuck.” He looked at his King Charles
Spaniel lying on the rug near the door, chin on his paws. Big brown
eyes gazed up him. “Gotta go to work, dude. Come on now, don’t look
at me like that. You know I have to go to work. Happens every day.”
He’d already taken Chuck out to the dog run across the street. He
reached down and gave the silky head a rub, then left his condo
still with a smile on his face.

He negotiated traffic along East Illinois in
his beloved Mercedes SL Roadster, onto Michigan and across the
river. In the Lachman Building he rode the elevator to the
thirty-fifth floor where the offices of Huxworth Packard occupied
the entire floor. Gorgeous building, gorgeous views in every
direction. Levi loved Chicago. Born and raised there, he’d even
gone to college there. He’d traveled, sure, he loved traveling, but
he never wanted to live anywhere else.

He was greeted by the receptionist, a
smokin’ hot blonde with a nice rack, sitting behind a curved white
desk. On the black wall behind her in white script was a quote from
Dr. Seuss—Think left and think right and think low and think
high. Oh, the thinks you can think up if only you try!

What was her name again? He’d met her when
he’d been there for his interview with Mason Ward. That had been so
fucking cool. Mason Ward, executive creative director at Huxworth
Packard, was approaching the status of advertising legend at the
ripe old age of thirty-six.

“Good morning, Mr. Wolcott.” The
receptionist’s smile held feminine appreciation and just a hint of
flirtation. Clearly she was expecting him. The nameplate on the
desk said Carly. Yeah, that was it.

“Good morning, Carly.” He smiled in return.
“Good to see you again. And please, call me Levi.”

“Of course. Come this way, Mr. Ward is
waiting for you in his office.”

“Great, thanks.”

He followed her past a big potted palm and
through glass doors, admiring the fit of her pale pink pencil skirt
on her nicely rounded ass. She tapped in her high heels across the
big open area with shiny hardwood floors, past desks, chairs,
couches, benches and plants, and down a carpeted hall to the office
he remembered from the last interview nearly three weeks ago. Mason
Ward sat behind his desk frowning at a computer, but the frown
vanished as Carly knocked on his open door to announce their
presence and he looked up at them.

“Good morning.” Mason pushed back his chair
and rose.

The guy’d been a college football player and
it still showed. His custom suit was clearly tailored to his tall,
broad-shouldered frame. He’d apparently blown out a shoulder, which
had cost him a pro ball career, but that was the advertising
world’s gain, in Levi’s opinion. He smiled at his new boss and
moved into the office to shake his hand.

“Glad you’re here,” Mason said with a
bone-crunching grip. “Thanks, Carly.”

“Let me know if there’s anything at all you
need, Mr. Wol…I mean, Levi.” She gave him a brief wink as she
departed.

“Thanks.” He winked back and her cheeks
turned pink.

“Come on, let’s introduce you to everyone
and get you settled in your office,” Mason said. “Once we’ve done
that, we’ll have a chat about a few things.”

“Sure. Sounds good.”

He was eager to meet his new colleagues.
He’d met Scott McCrae, the art director he’d be working with.
Leaving his AD partner Fergus behind at AdMix had sucked balls.
They’d been a good team and had worked together for nearly five
years. It kind of felt like he’d gotten a divorce. Not that he’d
know what that felt like, since he’d never been married and had
never even been in a long-term relationship. But getting a divorce
probably sucked.

Mason paused at the office next door to his
and stuck his head in. “Hey, Sloane. Levi Wolcott is here.”

“Come in,” a female voice said, and Levi
again followed Mason into an office, a smile at the ready. He’d
also heard of Sloane Granderson but hadn’t yet had the pleasure of
meeting her. She too was acquiring a reputation in the biz as a
tough but brilliant account director.

As Mason stepped aside, Levi moved forward
with an outstretched hand. Oh no. Wait just a goddamn minute. The
woman who walked toward him had his blood freezing in his veins. It
couldn’t be…

It was. The woman who’d been in the room
next door at the hotel Friday night was Sloane Granderson.



Chapter Two


 


She looked different than she had Saturday
morning, but he was sure it was her. She’d pissed him off that
morning with her judgy attitude, looking at him down her tiny
little nose through dark-rimmed glasses, pretty lips dipping at the
corners in disapproval.

On Saturday morning, he’d thought she looked
like a teenager. Now, he wasn’t so sure—maybe she was closer to his
age, twenty-nine. She’d seemed tiny standing next to him waiting
for the elevator, but now heels gave her added height. The glasses
were gone. Makeup emphasized dark blue eyes with extravagant
eyelashes and a small, lush mouth. Her shoulder-length blonde hair
was shiny and perfect, and she wore a sleeveless ivory and black
dress that fit her slender body from shoulder to knee. She extended
a sleek, toned arm to him.

Then she hesitated.

She recognized him too. Her gorgeous eyes
widened. Pink lips parted.

Levi had to admit part of the reason she’d
pissed him off was because he’d felt a twinge of guilt at the fact
that they had been making a lot of noise. After his first
few attempts to get the guys to tone it down, he’d given up. Then
security had come and lectured them, which of course he had to deal
with. Even that hadn’t been enough to get the guys to dial down the
noise level.

They’d been having fun. Innocent,
pre-wedding, bachelor fun. Okay, maybe innocent wasn’t the right
word, but like he’d said to Sloane that morning, it wasn’t like
they were doing something illegal. Boys will be boys, right?

So he pushed away that guilt. They hadn’t
done anything wrong. She’d lost a little sleep that night, but it
wasn’t the fucking end of the world. He stepped toward her with a
smile on his face and reached for her hand. “Pleased to meet you,”
he said as if they’d never met. “I’ve heard great things about
you.”

Now those sexy eyes narrowed. “Likewise.”
She appraised him with a chilly and decidedly unamused look. She’d
lost her composure for about, oh, 3.2 seconds but was now back in
control. This impressed him.

Mason was talking and Sloane was answering
him, but he wasn’t paying attention. He was taking in the way her
breasts were outlined in the soft fabric of her dress, the way the
black stripe of fabric emphasized her narrow waist and curve of
hips, how those shoes made her calves and ankles look slender and
sexy.

Fuck, get a grip, man. This was one
chick who was seriously off limits. Even he had rules about
who he’d sleep with and who he wouldn’t. Not many rules, but
some.

He focused on the conversation, the plans to
meet with the entire team later after he’d been taken around and
introduced.

The rest of the introductions were a bit of
a blur. He was usually good with names and faces but it was going
to take a while to get everyone straight. He did make a mental note
of Account Manager Noah Cavanaugh, who he would be working with
directly. He met a bunch of guys, copywriters and art directors,
forgetting who was who…Isaiah, Owen, Hunter, Ravi, Dash and Renzo.
Two cute media buyers, Bailey and Phoebe, and Kaleb, media planner.
Producer…what was her name again? Ah well, he’d get it eventually.
And Scott McCrae, who shook hands with him.

“Welcome.” Scott gave him a coolly assessing
look.

“Thanks. Happy to be here.”

He and Scott had met during the interview
process, and Levi knew Scott had been consulted on whether or not
he wanted to work with Levi. The agency would never pair them
together without Scott’s blessing, since the success of their
partnership was so vital to the agency’s success. So Scott had to
have been positively impressed…but that didn’t show at this
moment.

Levi studied the guy. Not bad looking.
Shaggy blond hair gave him a laid-back surfer dude look. Well,
they’d have to get to know each other and see how things went.

Later, after he’d been shown to his
office—yes, he had his own fucking office—and he and Mason had
talked more, the other creatives took him for lunch at a nearby
restaurant, Bon Vivant, which turned into two hours of
interrogation and extensive sampling of their clients’
products.

“So you worked at AdMix,” Hunter said.
“Why’d you leave?”

Levi grinned and slid his cold glass of
Ammen lager closer. “Got a better offer.”

“They’ve got a good rep,” Owen said.

“Yeah,” Levi agreed. “Small boutique agency.
There are pros and cons.”

“You won a shit ton of awards there,” Owen
commented with narrowed eyes.

His chest swelled a little. “Yep.” He might
be the new guy but he wasn’t a rookie. Good for them to all know
that.

“We’ve won awards too,” Ravi said with a
chin lift.

“True that.” Levi acknowledged that by
raising his own chin.

A cute waitress arrived to take their food
order. They sat at two tables pushed together in the bar, on high
stools. Most of the guys ordered the classic burger. Levi observed
Dash requesting his burger done medium, grilled onions instead of
raw, horseradish Havarti cheese, Dijon mustard instead of yellow,
no tomatoes. The waitress patiently noted his requests. Scott
requested sweet potato fries instead of regular, and Owen ordered a
bunless burger, which had the other guys gaping.

“Dude.” Hunter’s forehead wrinkled. “No bun?
How is that even a burger?”

“Shut up,” Owen muttered. “I’m cutting back
on carbs.”

Levi wasn’t going to judge the guy. Cutting
carbs sucked, but you did what you had to do to stay in shape. Then
the waitress looked at Levi. Her smile changed, going warm and
flirty. “What can I get you?”

He smiled back. “Classic burger also, with
bacon.”

“You got it. Do you need some ice
water?”

“Uh, sure, that’d be great.”

She collected the menus and he watched her
walk away, swinging her ass in a short, tight skirt.

He turned back to see all the guys staring
at him. “What?”

They exchanged frowns and shook their heads.
“She didn’t offer any of us ice water,” Owen said.

Levi laughed. “What the fuck ever.”

Owen sighed.

“So who does what?” Levi asked, looking at
them around the table.

“Copywriter,” Ravi said, putting a hand up.
“So are Hunt and Dash.”

“Renzo, Owen and I are art directors,”
Isaiah said. “And Scott, of course. Renzo and Dash work together.
Me and Hunt, Owen and Ravi.”

“What’s it like working for Mason?”

“Great,” Scott said. “Mason’s the shit. I
mean, he has his moments, who doesn’t. Can be a bit moody, but he
gets over it and he’s fair. He’s great at knowing exactly what
clients want.”

“And Sloane Granderson?” Levi casually
traced a finger through condensation on his glass.

A couple of the guys made appreciative
noises. “Smokin’ hot,” Owen said. “But totally hands off.”

Levi rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I already got
that. I mean, what’s she like to work with?”

“She’s smart. Knows her clients really
well.”

“The type to throw you under the bus when
the client doesn’t like your work?”

“Fuck no.”

Levi nodded.

“She and Mason are pretty tight,” Owen
said.

Levi frowned. “What does that mean?” Sloane
and Mason? Fuck.

Owen shrugged. “Who knows? They’re friends.
Rumor has it they’re more than friends, but they don’t show it if
that’s true.”

Why did that annoy him?

“Can’t be true,” Ravi said. “Mason is a
serial dater. He’s always out with a different woman.”

Levi lifted his glass and drained the last
of his beer. “That was good.”

“You should try another one,” Scott
suggested. “You need to know the client, right?”

“Right. Absolutely.” He picked up the menu
card that listed the beers available. He’d already researched
Verhoeven and knew all their brands. “What should I have next? IPA?
Stout?”

“Let’s work our way through the list,” Owen
said. “The brown ale is really good.”

“Okay.” He caught the waitress’s eye and she
hustled over to him with a bright smile. “I’ll have the Barking
Bear Brown Ale.”

“You bet.” She turned away, then paused and
looked back at the other guys. “Anyone else?”

“I’ll have one of those too,” Owen said. The
others declined.

“So what’s the deal with Verhoeven?” Levi
asked.

“They’re going to fill us in this afternoon.
There are projects ongoing on their existing brands,” Dash said.
“Renzo and I have Ammen and Ammen Light. They want a big new TV
campaign for the Cerone brand.” Which Levi already knew was being
assigned to him and Scott. “And they need new campaigns for these
new craft beers. Verhoeven just bought out a few craft
breweries.”

Levi knew that too. He was eager to get
started. He knew he had a lot to learn, but he’d be a sponge later
at the meeting, taking it all in. He was so going to wow them with
his ideas. He knew it.

“So give us your story,” Ravi said.
“Hometown, college, married or single?”

“Born and raised in Chicago. Went to U of C
for undergrad, then Portfolio Center. Single and staying that
way.”

“What part of town did you grow up in?”

“Lake Forest.”

Eyebrows all lifted. Levi shrugged. “Yeah,
my dad is John Wolcott.”

After a short pause, Owen said, “You didn’t
want to go into the family business? Christ, you could be pulling
down a lot more cake than you are as a copywriter.”

“Yeah, Dad was disappointed, but it just
wasn’t for me. I started taking business and finance courses in
college, and I did okay, but they just bored me.”

They all nodded. He’d hated disappointing
his dad, but luckily he’d gotten over it and was proud of what
Levi’d accomplished. For a while he’d been uncustomarily and
uncomfortably in the doghouse. Usually he could do no wrong in his
family’s eyes.

“If Mount Rushmore was made up of cartoon
characters, who would your picks be?” Scott demanded.

Levi grinned. “Uh. Let me think. Homer
Simpson.”

This was met with chin lifts of reluctant
approval.

“Stewie.”

Nods.

“Scooby Doo. And…Wonder Woman.”

“Wonder Woman?”

“Hell yeah. She’s hot. She wears cuffs.” The
idea of a strong, smart woman cuffed to his bed was one of his
favorite fantasies.

“Huh,” Dash said.

“What was your favorite food when you were a
child?”

“Steak and lobster.”

More frowns greeted this news. Maybe he
shouldn’t be so honest.

“What’s the most played song on your
iPod?”

“What is this? An inquisition?”

“We’re getting to know you. Answer the
question.”

Levi thought. “Right now, ‘Jumper’. Third
Eye Blind.”

“What’s your favorite indoor or outdoor
activity?”

Levi grinned. “Sex.”

Dash bent his head to hide his grin while
the others groaned. “Of course,” Scott said.

“You’re reminding me of this drinking game I
was playing on the weekend,” Dash said. “I got so fucking hammered.
It was stupid.”

“What drinking game?”

Dash rolled his eyes. “It’s a bunch of sick
questions, like would you rather snort sand off a monkey’s balls or
ingest a bag of elephant shit. Or, if everyone playing the game had
an orgy, would you rather give oral sex to everyone, or receive an
oversized anal sex toy. You guess how the other person’s going to
answer and if you’re wrong, you drink.”

“How can you guess the answers to questions
like that?” Hunter frowned. “Those are crap choices.”

“I know, I know, right?”

“Tough choices,” Levi mused. “I assume there
were guys and girls playing the game?”

“Yeah.” Dash grinned.

“I guess I’d have to go with the anal sex
toy,” Levi said. “I love giving oral, but not to guys.”

“Dude.” Dash high-fived him.

“Nobody’s fucking me up the ass with
anything,” Ravi said.

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” Scott
said. “Haven’t you ever heard of the prostate?”

A bunch of guys groaned. Levi eyed Scott.
This made him wonder what team Scott played for. Whatever. That
didn’t matter.

Cute Waitress arrived with his beer. “Here
you go, hon,” she purred, brushing her tits across his shoulder as
she set the drink in front of him. Then she served Owen his and
again checked in with the others. “Your lunch should be up
shortly.”

“What did you do on the weekend?”
Scott asked him in a challenging tone.

“Friday night I hosted a little bachelor
party for my buddy. He’s getting married in a few weeks. Rest his
soul.” He lifted his drink and the other guys all toasted. “We
hired a girl from the Kitten Club. Topless waitress came and served
us drinks and did a few lap dances and played some games.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Dash breathed. “That’s
fucking awesome.”

“She was cool,” Levi agreed. He didn’t tell
them he’d been a reluctant participant in the whole thing, but the
other guys had insisted they had to do something raunchy for poor
Jacob. It had turned out okay. The Kitten Club had strict rules
about what the girls would and would not do, and he’d made sure
they followed the rules. He did not want any kind of sick trouble,
especially with Jacob’s fiancée Tara who would rip him a new one if
Jacob got in any kind of trouble right before the wedding. Or any
time.

Levi actually really liked Tara. She was
damn near perfect. Smart and pretty and fun, she didn’t take crap
but she also wasn’t a bitch. She let Jacob have his time with the
guys, and the times she joined them she laughed at their crude and
rude jokes and could drink some of them under the table. Levi had
no desire for a relationship or marriage at this point in his life,
but he understood why Jacob had fallen hard for Tara and was
willing to forgo sex with any other woman for the rest of his life
to be with her.

To Levi, sex with only one woman for the
rest of his life sounded like wretched, torturous hell. He enjoyed
variety.

Their burgers arrived. Cute Waitress again
leaned in close as she served him his and whispered, “I gave you
premium Wisconsin cheddar, no extra charge.”

“Thanks, doll,” he murmured back.

He picked up his burger and took a big bite.
“This is fantastic,” he said a moment later.

“Yeah, we like this place. We come here a
lot. Sometimes we come and brainstorm over a beer.”

“Excellent.” He approved of getting out of
the office to get creative. And he’d done the alcohol-fuelled
brainstorming a few times, but you had to be careful with that.
Sometimes the ideas that seemed genius after several shots of
tequila were just plain stupid the next day.

They ate and talked and ordered more beers,
moving on to the Natural Belgian Blonde—heh—then the Albatross Ale
and the Grasshopper Wheat. The wheat beer came with a slice of
fresh orange. Fuck, that was good. They were all damn fine beers.
Not like he’d never drunk Verhoeven Beer before—anyone who lived in
Illinois drank Verhoeven beer; okay, anyone in America drank
Verhoeven beer—but some of these newer specialty beers were ones he
hadn’t tried.

Around one thirty he suggested it might be
time to get back to the office. They were having a big meeting at
two thirty. The guys all waved that idea away and ordered another
round, so he shrugged and went with it. Flying Pigs Pale Ale.

“I should hit the john before we leave,” he
ventured.

“Don’t do it, man,” Ravi said. “Once you
break the seal…”

Levi laughed. “I know, right?”

“That’s an actual fact,” Dash said. “Because
it’s not just the volume of liquid you drink, but with alcohol
there’s the added diuretic effect.”

“For every gram of alcohol you drink urine
excretion increases by ten milliliters. Also alcohol reduces the
production of the hormone vasopressin, which tells your kidneys to
reabsorb water rather than flush it,” Ravi said.

Jesus, nerd much? But Levi grinned. He’d
consumed a fair amount of liquid. “Verhoeven now has an extensive
collection of beer,” he mused as he knocked the last of that one
back.

“They do,” Scott agreed. “Okay, we better
get going.”

They paid their tabs, though it seemed to
take forever since they wanted separate checks. When Cute Waitress
handed Levi his bill he smiled to see that she’d written Thanks
so much, my name’s Piper and here’s my number… He caught her
eye and winked as he handed over his credit card, slipping the
check into his wallet. Hey, you never knew.

He checked his cell phone for calls,
messages and emails as they walked back to the Lachman Building.
Jesus Christ! It was nearly two thirty and they weren’t even in the
building yet.

“Uh, hey guys,” he said uneasily. “We need
to move our tails.”

“Relax,” Owen said. “They can’t start
without us.”

“True that.” He smiled and straightened his
shoulders. But despite his bravado, this was his first day on the
job and he didn’t want to screw up. He wasn’t alone though, so
there was that.

They rode the elevator to the thirty-fifth
floor and piled out into the lobby. Carly greeted them all
casually. “Hey guys. Um, they’re waiting for you in the meeting
room.”

“Thanks, Carly darling,” Dash said, striding
through the glass doors.

Fuck, this wasn’t the way Levi wanted to
show up. He needed to grab his notepad and a pen from his new
office, which he hadn’t even settled into yet. And he wasn’t even
sure where the meeting room was. Probably that big glassed-in room
he’d noticed earlier. He veered into his office, grabbed a leather
portfolio from his briefcase and a pen, and headed to what he hoped
was the meeting room.

Fuck, he needed to take a piss. All that
beer…

Yep, that was where the meeting was. Mason
and Sloane sat at a long, sleek light maple table surrounded by
funky black chairs. Sunlight poured through floor-to-ceiling
windows along one side of the room, illuminating big green potted
plants in the corner. Others Levi’d met earlier—account manager,
producer, media planner, media buyers—sat there too, along with
some people he hadn’t met, and everyone turned and looked at the
seven guys who crowded through the door.

“Thanks for joining us,” Sloane murmured
with an edge to her tone that made Levi’s skin tingle.

“Only a few minutes late.” Scott beamed at
Noah, the account manager. Noah’s lips tightened.

Levi caught Mason’s eye, taking in the notch
between his brows.

“Uh, guys,” Mason said. “Where the hell were
you?”

“We took Levi out for lunch,” Scott said.
“We have to get to know him.”

“Yeah,” Mason agreed, with a glance at the
watch on his wrist.

“We were doing research,” Dash said with a
smirk, dropping into an empty chair. “Beersploring. Testing the
client’s products.”

“Oh my God,” Sloane muttered.

“I do have to know the client’s products,”
Levi said earnestly, also taking a seat. Christ, his bladder was
about to burst. Why hadn’t he insisted on using the can before they
left the restaurant?

All the others burst out laughing. Well, not
Sloane and Noah and Mason. But the guys he’d been with.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Mason said. “You
fucking assholes.”

They all laughed again and Levi looked
around the room.

Fuck me sideways.

They’d done it on purpose. Taken him out and
got him drunk and made him late. And now he had to sit there in
agony through a two-hour meeting.

He pulled in a deep breath through his
nostrils. He needed to handle this the right way. For one thing, he
wasn’t going to make it through two hours without taking a
leak.

He pushed back his chair and rose to his
feet. “My apologies.” He looked at Mason then Sloane. Christ, she
was glaring at him as if he’d walked in with dog shit stuck to his
shoe. “I’m going to have to delay things another couple of minutes
while I, uh, take care of some business. Please excuse me.”

He walked out of the meeting room with his
jaw clenched and eyes closed. Christ.

He legged it to the fucking men’s room.
Luckily he knew where it was. Then he sprinted back, slowing his
pace as he neared the meeting room and they could see him through
the glass wall. He closed the door behind him and took his seat
again, looking around the table and smiling. “My apologies again.
And guys…thanks…for a great lunch.” He nodded so they got
his meaning. He wouldn’t forget this. But he had to admire their
balls.

“Levi, let us introduce you to the others
here you haven’t met,” Mason said. He went around the table until
finally he arrived at an older guy with silver hair who frowned at
him. “Levi, you haven’t yet met our CEO, Joseph Huxworth.”

Fuck me again. Levi summoned a smile
for the old guy, rising from his chair to round the table. “Mr.
Huxworth. Pleased to meet you. I’m sure you’ve gotten a great
impression of me so far.”

Joseph Huxworth also rose and shook his
hand, his grip firm for a guy with white hair. He frowned and
Levi’s heart dropped. “Indeed,” he murmured, studying Levi’s face
with unnerving scrutiny.

Levi felt a sudden need to pee again.



Chapter
Three


 


“You have got to get these guys to tone down
their behavior.”

Sloane sat across from her CEO in his office
later that day. She resisted the need to rub her throbbing
temples.

Just effing great. They’d taken the new guy
out for lunch and got him drunk and made him late for a meeting
that included the CEO, and it was the first business day
after said CEO had already talked to her about this issue.

She swallowed a sigh. These guys were the
best and brightest creatives in the advertising business in
Chicago. Yeah, they were all puffed up ego and strutting
my-dick-is-bigger-than-your-dick males, but dammit, they were good
at their jobs. For every time they pulled a stunt like they had
today, there was a time they’d gone to the wall to get something
done, pulling solutions out of their asses at the last minute,
wowing clients with their brilliance. She sometimes shook her head
at them, but at the end of the day, they got it done.

“They’re immature and irresponsible. Things
have changed in the advertising business. Our clients don’t
appreciate knowing we’re spending their money on a bunch of frat
boys drinking beer all afternoon.”

She swallowed a sigh. She got what he was
saying, but… “We weren’t spending their money on that. Those guys
picked up their own tab. Yes, they took a long lunch, and
technically that was work time, but…it’s not like that cost our
clients anything. And team building is important. We have a new
copywriter. They need to get to know each other. Bond.”

Even as she said it, she repressed a
shudder. What she said was true, but team building didn’t have to
happen in a bar and the guys had kind of hazed the new dude. Which
was all kinds of wrong. She knew that.

Levi Wolcott.

She still could not believe he was the guy
in the room next door Friday night. What the hell? She rubbed her
index finger across her forehead, looking down at the carpet in
Joe’s office.

It didn’t matter. Did. Not. Matter. He was
their new copywriter. He had to perform, like everyone else.

Oh, that was the wrong choice of words.
Imagining him performing in bed flashed through her heated
imagination. He was sexy and charming and utterly full of himself.
He’d totally deserved that little fun the other guys had had with
him. But dammit, he’d handled it beautifully. He’d even charmed
Joe, despite Joe’s annoyance with the team’s antics.

“Okay, Joe,” she said. “I understand. It’s
the optics. I haven’t had a chance to talk to them yet, but I
will.”

“Thank you, Sloane. I know I can count on
you.”

The old guy beamed at her and her heart
softened. She owed a lot to Joseph Huxworth. She’d been with the
firm for just over five years now, working her way up. He’d given
her a lot. Not that she didn’t deserve it.

It wasn’t only the guys who could be
cocky.

She smiled and rose from the chair to leave
his office. It was six o’clock. Joe didn’t spend the long hours in
the office that he used to, but she still did. She had a gazillion
emails to answer, clients to call, staff to deal with. As the
account director, she was the go-to person for every detail of
every project she oversaw.

Her office on the east side of the building
was already dimmer, but the low summer sun illuminated the glass
façade of skyscrapers facing the Lachman Building and they
glittered against the clear blue sky. She spent the next few hours
working until finally her stomach gave a hungry rumble. She lifted
her head from her computer and used her right hand to massage the
tense muscles of her left shoulder, then vice versa. She rolled her
head around several times. Okay, maybe time to call it day.

She shut down her computer. At nearly eight
o’clock on Monday night, most people had left. When they had a
tight deadline some nights the office would be full of people going
crazy, but not tonight.

But as she passed by Levi Wolcott’s office,
he was still there. She hesitated, then took two steps backward to
the open door. “You’re here late.”

He’d shed the designer jacket and sprawled
in the chair behind the desk, outstretched hand on the computer
mouse. The golf shirt was casual but clearly expensive, hugging
broad shoulders and a muscled chest, and revealing nice biceps. The
arm holding the mouse was lean and sinewy, with veins tracing their
way down to the back of his long-fingered hand. Narrow-fitting
pants emphasized his long, long legs. The perfectly styled hair
he’d arrived with that morning was now tousled. She closed her eyes
briefly. She shouldn’t be noticing his body. Then he flashed a
smile at her, and she felt a flutter down low inside her belly.

Christ, that smile. He probably had women
falling to their knees in front of him just because of that smile.
But he apparently was getting married.

“Yeah,” he said easily. “Getting up to
speed.”

She nodded, impressed in spite of her
earlier disapproval. Should she say anything about how they’d met?
Or ignore that little detail? No, that wasn’t her style. She opened
her mouth to speak, but he beat her to it.

“I apologize again for disturbing you Friday
night,” he said, eyebrows drawing down over those gorgeous blue
eyes. He straightened and leaned forward, conveying sincere regret.
“I was trying to keep the guys quiet, but it was impossible.” He
grimaced. “I’m sure we disturbed more people than just you.”
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