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      “Have you ever been obsessed?”

      I let the words escape my lips as I studied Margot. Squinting against the unforgiving brightness of the midday sun, she struggled to maintain her composure.

      Swiftly, I reached for a remote control. The views from my new uptown Dallas office were stunning—well worth the millions-a-year payment.

      With a single press of a button, the stellar views were muted. Transparent screens quietly descended. The sunlight diffused to a gentle glow while retaining a hint of the breathtaking cityscape beyond.

      Margot eased back and released a relaxed breath. I could see the wheels turning behind her bright eyes as she pondered my question.

      Obsessed.

      I couldn’t resist lobbing such a pointed question at her, and not just for shock value. I was exposing a secret, and there was no use in denying it. Trust me, I’ve tried.

      Underwhelmed, Margot’s gaze met mine. “Players like you don’t get obsessed. You get fleeting infatuations until the next new set of bouncy breasts catches your eye.”

      Margot always had a way of cutting to the chase like a sword through cake. That prowess demanded respect.

      With a nonchalant grin, I took the jab in stride. Of course, my reputation preceded me. I worked damned hard for it.

      But winning Margot’s approval wasn’t my goal. Getting her on board with my audacious plan was. Hell, this little scheme danced at the edges of sanity, and for it to work, Margot had to be in.

      Facts. Numbers.

      All business. No bullshit.

      Here we go.

      I took a seat on the black tufted leather sofa across from her—a cozy distance despite the expanse of my fortieth-floor office. A low glass table kept the distance between us, with two chilled Voss waters waiting an arm’s length away on granite coasters.

      The waters weren’t just there because of the sweltering Texas heat outside. I knew the drill.

      Margot demanded complete sobriety during any negotiation, and this wasn’t exactly a social call. For business meetings, she preferred Voss to Perrier, still to sparkling, and not a snack in sight. Easy enough, as demands go.

      Her golden hair was perfectly layered in an expensive cut, and her custom blush suit contoured her svelte body and contemplative expression. She was a woman of the world, equal parts sophistication and shrewdness.

      I let her sit there, thinking. No doubt about it, her razor-sharp mind analyzed me. Each word. Every move.

      And I knew exactly why.

      Jumping on this crazy train would take a wish and a prayer, and a whole fuck-ton of cash. And crazy wasn’t even the half of it.

      Illegal?

      Hmm. Definitely not.

      Well, maybe.

      Okay, probably.

      I grabbed the water and drank. Is it hot in here?

      I mean, I tried staying a good ten feet from anything that was blatantly against the law, but everything about this plan screamed Orange is the New Black.

      Or, at the very least, a big, fat, fucking lawsuit. And if the media caught wind of it? Fuck . . . I’d be assuming the position and kissing my own ass goodbye. Ass and assets.

      Promptly, I shoved all those pesky little risks from my mind and kept my eyes on the prize. “It’s not fleeting,” I blurted out. “And Jaclyn Long isn’t remotely close to a flash in the pan. Any day now, she’ll take over Long Multinational Systems, and we both know if that happens, it’s game over.”

      I could see the So? scrolling across her forehead.

      “Margot,” I said, softly shaking my head. “This plan is foolproof. And it’s my last chance.”

      When Margot’s gaze remained unimpressed, I switched gears. Bring out the big guns.

      Honesty.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m used to women looking at me a certain way,” I started. “Like a gift-wrapped lottery ticket they want to tear open with their teeth. Half the time, I’m their sugar daddy, and the other half, a baby daddy. But when Jaclyn looks at me, it’s different . . .” My words trailed off.

      “Different?” she asked in candid disbelief.

      I shrugged. “Like I wasn’t worth her time.”

      Surprised, Margot’s brow lifted.

      I set the water down and straightened my tie. “Well, now, she’s definitely worth mine. Here.” I opened the folder on the coffee table between us and handed her a few documents. “I’m ready to hit her with all I’ve got. But for this to work, she can’t see me coming.”

      Margot skimmed the pages, her smile spreading as she flipped page after page.

      Hands clasped, I kept going. “You’ve known me a long time, Margot. If I’m in it, I’m in it to win it. But I need an advantage. You’re one of the few people who live in her inner circle.”

      “Lived,” she said, quickly correcting me as she returned to her reading. “It’s been a while,” she admitted, her stoic expression firmly in place.

      Her practiced poker face made it impossible to get the slightest hint of where she stood. But she was listening, and my instincts kicked in.

      When all else fails, hit the schmooze button.

      I leaned in. “You know Jaclyn better than anyone. Maybe better than she knows herself.” Her lips pursed. I was getting to her. “Margot, I need you.”

      A smile broke through. “Most men who say that to me are on their knees.”

      I bet they are. Most men are scared shitless of Margot and what I imagine to be her treasure trove of chains and whips. “Margot,”—I steepled my fingers her way—“this is my only shot. And this plan only works with you on my side.”

      Margot looked up for a second, studying my face. With a long exhale, she tossed the pages to the table and crossed her legs. Her arm casually stretched along the low back of the couch. “And what exactly is that shot worth to you, Richard?”

      Well, that was fast. I figured she’d want a detailed play-by-play. And no lie, I might have had a whiteboard ready. But, nope. Margot was ready to decide if she was all in or cutting bait and running.

      And, lucky for me, it all comes down to price.

      Her casual yawn telegraphed that she knew my position as well as I did. I didn’t have shit for leverage, so why pretend?

      Resting my elbows on my knees, I handed over my balls on a silver platter. “How about we cut to the chase? Name your price.”

      She smiled, and I have to admit, I might’ve gulped. Any hope for a fair and reasonable negotiation was killed like a spider beneath her Jimmy Choos.

      “Whether you pull this off or not,” she said brazenly, “I get 5 percent.”

      “Five percent of what?”

      “Your company.”

      Is she shitting me right now? Margot’s hardball game wasn’t just in a league all its own. Apparently, she’d invented the fucker.

      I opened my mouth, ready to counter.

      Her elegant hand lifted in a slow, subtle gesture. “That’s nonnegotiable,” she said. “And I’ll need to see it in writing. Today.”

      I pinched the tension in my neck and squeezed out my agreement. “My lawyers will get it done.”

      “I’ll also need five million up front.”

      “For flogging equipment?” I scoffed.

      “As a gesture of good faith. Deposited to one of my offshore accounts. Nonrefundable. And my attorneys will draw up the paperwork. I can’t be implicated if anything goes awry with this foolproof plan of yours. Because what could possibly go wrong, right?”

      Her sarcasm was cutting. She reached for a bottle, handing it to me to unscrew for her. And like a whipped puppy, I did.

      Delicately, she sipped, letting me mull it over.

      I pulled in a breath. “How about⁠—”

      “Nonnegotiable,” she repeated. “I’m not the one who’s obsessed.”

      Her eyes sparkled with the triumph of a woman who’d slain a dragon and sliced off his manhood.

      Margot didn’t wait for a reply. “Good. Then it’s settled.” She stood, straightening her suit before rubbing both hands together. “Then, there’s the issue of your appearance.”

      What? Heated, I jumped to my feet. “Hang on. A ten-thousand-dollar suit isn’t good enough for Your Highness?”

      Giggling, she shook her head. “Oh, it’s perfect for me, but I’m not the one you have to impress.” She swept a hand across my suit. “Her Highness will see you coming from a mile away—and run. Your appearance is pure E. coli to her, Richard. Guys like you swarm her in droves. Hot. Charming. Sexy, with a naughty side that keeps girls coming back for more.”

      I gave her a not-so-modest smirk.

      “Absolutely worthless,” Margot said sharply, quashing my smile. “Straight off the playboy cookie-cutter assembly line. And trust me, guys like you have burned her a few times too many. Less is more, Richard. Less is more.”

      Damn her. Margot was enjoying this a bit too much.

      Staunchly, I crossed my arms across my chest, barely wrinkling the custom-tailored superfine wool. Deep breath in. “Okay. We can work on wardrobe. What else?”

      She set down her water and moved closer. Like, really, really close. “Hmm.” She scanned my face. “I’m not partial to facial hair for this little caper.”

      Urgently, my hand flew to my scruff. I rubbed it protectively. The nerve of her. “It’s my trademark,” I said, helplessly.

      “Exactly.” Her smile turned positively evil. “You’re the one who said, ‘She can’t see me coming.’”

      Defeated, I rubbed my chin. “I guess it’ll grow back.” Then with both hands against the line of my jaw, I gripped.

      Quizzically, she cocked her head. “What are you doing?”

      “Just capturing the memory,” I said sentimentally.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Like an hour after you shave it, with your stratospheric levels of testosterone.”

      I chuckled. She’s not lying. Pocketing my hands, I asked, “What else?”

      She tapped her chin, studying me. “I definitely see you as a blond.”

      Oh, it’s like that, is it? Tall, dark, handsome me stripped down to a squeaky-clean choirboy? I hated everything about it.

      And in a bizarre twist, I loved it all the same. It had the markings of both genius and madness, which was exactly why Margot’s help was priceless.

      Jaclyn Long won’t know what hit her because she’d never see me coming. Literally.

      I blew out one long breath. “My stylist will have a field day.”

      “Try to get it as close to my color as possible. Honey blonde. So people mistake us for siblings.” Margot ran her fingers through my hair, uncharacteristically playful as she deliberately mussed up every last perfectly gelled wave.

      Scowling, I pulled away and stood tall, quickly smoothing back my prized mane. In three steps, I crossed the room and picked up two boxes from his desk. Returning, I handed her one.

      Wide-eyed, Margot smiled. “I do love gifts.” She popped open the box and pulled out a metal card with the QR code cut through it.

      “Scan that. It will load an encrypted app to your phone. It works like FaceTime. In one click, you’ll be communicating with me through these.”

      I opened the other box. The pair of titanium-framed glasses fit like a glove as I slid them on.

      She nodded in approval. “Oh, I do like those. They make you look even less like yourself.”

      I frowned. “Nice. And I love how looking less like myself somehow became the goal. I’ve spent the better part of a decade honing my image. I wanted to seize the day in style.”

      “And I wanted to be tag-teamed by the Hemsworth brothers, but we can’t always get what we want.” She straightened my tie. “And one last thing, Richard.” She bit her lower lip, biting back her cheer. “No lies.”

      Confused, I cocked my head. It’s like she missed the entire conversation. “So, let me get this straight, Margot. I can have a fucking metamorphosis, but lying is off the table?”

      Her lips twitched with the smallest of smirks. “Every sport has rules, and you can only take this game so far. You’re looking at the finish line. I’m looking a year beyond it.”

      I flapped my hands in the air. “I can’t even tell her my name, Margot.”

      “Agreed. Your name will be a mystery, and your makeover will be epic, but that’s it. No lies. Nothing that can ever be used against you later . . .” She trailed off, and we both knew how that statement ended: in a court of law.

      Margot shrugged and kept going. “Besides, lies are too hard to keep up with. Nine times out of ten, they’ll bite you in that Adonis ass of yours. So, you’ll look and act the part of an altar boy, and that devil inside you will swear to tell the truth.”

      I wrinkled my brow. “The truth?”

      “The truth,” she said again. “Maybe not the whole truth, Richard, but the truth nonetheless.”

      I nodded helplessly. “The truth it is.”

      She extended her elegant hand. “Deal?”

      Careful with my grip, I shook her hand. “Deal. To the future, Margot.”

      “The future.”
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      From the perch of my stool, I spent my downtime doing what I love the most. People watching.

      The art deco mirror hidden behind the mountain range of booze at the bar was the perfect place to spy. I’d seen the man in the corner kiss no less than three different women on three separate nights.

      And the woman who just left fancies herself as a bit of a psychic and had no idea that the bartender she’d been flirting with during her all-telling palm reading is happily married and indulging her for the tips.

      And the two gay men two tables down have had so much to drink that I might be in for some hot man-on-man action in a minute.

      People-watching, I loved. People watching me back? Not so much.

      As a recovering insomniac, the basement tavern at the Joule Hotel has become my second home. With a drink in hand and all the live entertainment the patrons can muster, a few hours of sleep might be in my future.

      I sipped my nightcap and checked my watch. One in the morning. Usually, it’s quieter than this. And usually, I had all the privacy in the world, but not tonight.

      Three rowdy, stupid-wasted men just walked in, and all my laid-back plans just took a detour.

      Three guys walked into a bar . . . Lame joke, anyone?

      I studied the trio as they found a nearby table, watching them in the reflection of the mirror. Their ogling was a little obvious.

      By their middle-school glances and huddled and hushed chatter, it smelled all too familiar—like an overflowing septic tank on a hot Texas day. I’d suddenly become the grand prize at the end of a pickup line.

      I flicked back the strands of thick, wavy jet-black hair hovering around my face. It might trail clear to my ass, but it wasn’t exactly hiding me. My curves were never good at hiding.

      What they were good for was capturing the wandering gazes of the worst men from here to Tennessee, which is not my fault. I swore these curves had a magnetic pull all their own.

      And sure, I had a bank account that rivaled Fort Knox, but I was not my money. I was a person, damnit. A human being. A fun-loving, adventurous girl with a thirst for spontaneity and a desperate, deep-seated need to be loved for who I was.

      Yet, here I sat, once again attracting all the worst sorts of men. I sipped my drink and wondered which of the three basic categories these men could be lumped into: money grubbers, cavemen, or bad boys.

      First, there were the money-hungry, status-chasing Ivy Leaguers, who pursued me like an Olympic gold medal—as if their years of hard work pinnacled in such a worthy prize.

      The problem with trophy hunters was they loved the chase. Not just to capture and keep such an exotic specimen of an independent woman, but to cage me, as well. Let’s just say, captivity clashed with my charisma.

      Taking second place was the uninteresting, unintelligible, garden-variety Neanderthals, who traveled in packs and swarmed me in droves. They were less interested in my money and more drawn to my milkshake. Brainlessly so.

      Despite my best efforts to bind these babies down, my double Ds always brought the knuckle-draggers to the yard. And this band of bar boozers plopped squarely into this bucket.

      I took another look. Hmm . . . maybe not all of them.

      Then, there was my go-to option number three. Now, he was my weakness. The consummate looks-so-good, feels-even-better bad boy. I mean, who doesn’t like an alpha male? And maybe he wasn’t the right fit, but it never deterred me from forcing that puzzle piece in. Deep, deep inside.

      Tawdry and tantalizing tryst? Yes, please. They’re perfect in the heat of the moment. But then, the moment would be gone, and they’d be in search of their next conquest. It was as if both their heads had the attention span of an egg timer.

      Sure, the sex was smoking hot. But after spending ten or twenty minutes satisfying his, um, ego, what more was there? Carrying conversations wasn’t their strong suit, not that they ever tried.

      I took another sip and watched in the mirror as the men across the room drew straws. Like, I couldn’t even make this up. They actually asked the waitress for straws.

      The thing was, I wasn’t tired. Not even a little bit. And maybe, just maybe, this would be fun.

      Well, fun in my own demented sort of way. And not in an annoying, pissed-off sort of spirit where my bitch face preceded my words. No, sir. And after a long couple of days at work, this might be just the ticket to blow off a little steam.

      The guys were over-preparing to the nth degree, and my mind and mood were ready to roll out the welcome mat. Between their clustered discussion and round of locker-room fist bumps, this was the sort of stress relief money couldn’t buy.

      The first of the three, who’d be the alpha if he could spell it, strolled over with his slicked-back hair, chiseled good looks, and a smug grin. “Hi, sexy.” He moved a strand of hair behind my ear. “How about I buy you a drink?”

      God, if there was one thing I loved, it was when D-bags didn’t disappoint. I fluttered my eyes and smiled adoringly, licking my lips as I sized up every arrogant inch of him.

      “Well, I was just drinking water.” I walked my fingers across the lacquered wood before smoothing a hand over the back of his. My thick, come-hither lashes batted as I peered up at him. “Can I ask you a question?” I asked in my raspiest of raspy tones.

      He lifted my chin with his finger, using the opportunity to flex his bicep. And like the Grinch’s heart, his shirt was clearly two sizes too small. “Anything, sexy.”

      His voice lowered an octave. I guess his balls just dropped.

      With a coy smile, I wrapped my hands around his taut arm. “You’re so strong. I bet you play sports, right?”

      He nodded. Bold as all day, he touched my shoulder, caressing my arm with his rather rough hand.

      Dammit, this gorilla is snagging my top.

      Shyly, I giggled and slipped out of his grip. Seductively, I leaned forward, knowing the length of his stay, like his manhood, wouldn’t be long.

      “Well, I was thinking you’d be the perfect man. I mean, for my kids.”

      “Kids?”

      “I have five.”

      His hand whipped back.

      Oh, no, you don’t. Forcefully, I grabbed his grubby paw and yanked it to my stomach. “And one on the way! That’s why I’m drinking water.”

      His hand in mine was a tug-of-war like no other. But like my three-time running mechanical bull gold medal, I grabbed on with both hands and refused to let go.

      “Hey, what are you doing now?” I asked innocently. “Would you like to meet them? And maybe stay till breakfast? My babysitter is about to bail, and you look like you’d be great with them. Especially the twins. Their sleep pattern is all kinds of fucked up, and I really need some z’s.”

      In an instant, his hand snapped back as he tripped over his own feet to get away.

      What, no goodbye?

      I turned back toward the bar and watched through the mirror as he pasted on a smile, encouraging contender number two along. The idiot was now looking my way.

      Contestant number two, come on down!

      Strolling up, what this guy lacked in a muscular build, he more than made up for in chest hair and a suffocating cloud of Axe body spray.

      Ick. Curse that company for making an aerosol.

      He plopped down on the seat next to me. “Excuse me. I couldn’t help but notice you from across the room.”

      And marks for originality. Not.

      He kept on. “I mean, that outfit looks really fucking hot on you.” Oh, God. He leaned in. “How about I buy you a drink? What can I get you?”

      Wow. A closer. I never would’ve guessed. Well, two can play that game.

      I settled comfortably on the direct approach. Despite his best attempt at bravado, his bouncing leg, and inability to hold eye contact revealed all. Shot nerves. Profuse sweat. This should be fun.

      I swiveled my bar stool to face him, crossing my legs and giving him a front-row view. My calves and lower thighs poured from beneath the hem of my skirt. He squirmed, and I wasn’t holding back.

      “Well, maybe,” I replied. Leaning in, my breasts were definitely testing the buttons of my blouse. I let out a tone that was equal parts breathy and demanding. “You know, the last guy I dated could hold an erection for two and a half hours, cock ring and Cialis free. God, what I wouldn’t give for a long, hard pony ride.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed.

      I put my hand on his knee. It stopped that annoying leg-bouncing cold. “I’m game if you are, stud, but you will be judged. And bound.”

      Indelicately, he stumbled back off his stool, scurrying away with his tail tucked high between his legs.

      Hey, what about my drink? Oh, well.

      Next!

      Before I knew it, bachelor number three casually strolled my way. But what he did next was unexpected. He was looking at me. Not at my legs, ass, or breasts—but at me.

      In the reflection of the mirror, his bright blue gaze connected with mine, locked and loaded and ready for anything.

      This was a rare breed of classic guy-next-door that I swore didn’t exist outside of sitcom reruns and Hallmark movies, and I wasn’t quite sure what to do with him.

      There was something about him. Magnetic despite his demeanor. Attractive in a professor sort of way.

      I sipped my drink, letting the heat wash down my throat because the way he looked at me was so . . .

      I studied the way he carried himself. This was a man brimming with casual comfort and confidence.

      Like I could drop by and ask him to mow my lawn, and he’d do it. Whether mow my lawn was code for taking me in a hot and heavy hour of ecstasy, or actually trimming the grass outside my home, I had a feeling he’d be game, either way.

      And, hell, I might be in trouble.

      Please don’t reek of cheap cologne.

      At the bar, he barely tapped the seat next to me. His tone was deep and polite. “May I?”

      It gave me the excuse I needed to face him. His glasses were a poor disguise for an obviously good-looking man. And when I say good-looking, I mean panties-melting gorgeous.

      He reminded me of a blond Clark Kent. How the hell Lois Lane never saw the sizzling hottie behind the thick-framed spectacles was beyond me.

      His suit was nice, but not too nice. Hardly a Tom Ford fit or expense. It hung on his well-built body effortlessly and notched up his look without making him look prissy or overly made up.

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Why not? Everyone else has.”

      Playing this one a little cooler wasn’t exactly planned. More like a desperate measure to cover how much I was heating up. Like gazing into the sun.

      I tore open a straw to give myself something to do. And because I was unusually parched. The water I always ignored was cool and refreshing. With any luck, it would quell the blush rising up my face.

      He sat on the stool and leaned in, keeping an eye on the mirror and the two men watching with growing interest. “Listen . . .” God, his voice was like hot-buttered sex. “I’m sorry about this, but those guys and I sort of made a bet.”

      “On?”

      “On who could buy you a drink.”

      “Oh. I was wondering about all the action I was getting tonight. I figured the billboard I took out in the men’s room was finally paying off.” I kept my eyes trained forward, feigning interest in the bourbon selection. “It was expensive, after all.”

      His nod was a subtle defeat. “I’ll go. Again, I’m really sorry.”

      He swiveled to leave but stopped as I whispered, “Hang on.” He paused. My gaze rose to the top shelf. Pointedly, I asked, “What’s the wager?”

      He loosened his collar a bit before answering and blew out a long, slow breath. “A thousand bucks.”

      “Each?” Amused, I smiled. “So, I assume if I let you buy me a drink, I get half, right?”

      A glimmer of hope rose in his tone. “More than half.” He sweetened the deal. “Sixty-forty, at least.”

      I tapped a finger along the cool wall of the water glass before drawing a figure eight through a few drops of condensation. “I have an idea.”

      “Sounds dangerous, coming from a beautiful woman.” The compliment made my smile widen. Still, I elbowed him in the ribs. “Ow.”

      Lightly, I laughed. “Why not go back to them, say you thought it through, and I’m all hot-to-trot and rearing to go⁠—”

      “I think you mean raring to go,” he interrupts.

      I ignore smarty pants. “But you got cold feet. You’re just too nervous.”

      “Nervous?” he scoffed. “To buy a woman a drink?”

      “Yup. You’re too worried I might expect more.” I bat my eyes. “You’re misleading me. Taking advantage of me. Whatever. Wing it.” I bit my bottom lip. “See if they’ll take the bait.”

      “Bait?” he asked to my reflection.

      I replied to the mirror, facing forward with my voice low. “The bait to up the ante.” I slipped the straw to my lips and sucked another sip through a confident smile.

      He leaned in, shoulder to shoulder. “So, you want me to hustle them?”

      “That’s the idea.” I winked to the mirror.

      The bartender placed a water before him and handed him a menu. His voice was low. “Let me know if you if you need some food, Bonnie and Clyde. But the kitchen closes soon.”

      Smart ass. This is what happens when I come here every damn night. I narrowed my eyes at him in a playful warning. “Thanks, Jack. We will.”

      Hottie in glasses checked out the late-night menu for a moment. “Before I dive headfirst into the short con of a mastermind, can I at least know your name?”

      Can you at least tear off your tie? “Jaclyn.”

      “Richard,” he responded, offering a brief introduction before sauntering back to the two men who had just unwittingly become his marks.

      I watched in awe—and not just his backside as he walked away. The man seriously put his all into this con. Animated and insistent, head shaking, and hands pushed out in an, Oh no, I couldn’t possibly protest, the damned man was impressive.

      And effective. The two were practically shoving cash into his hands.

      Faintly, I overheard, “Double or nothing.”

      In a rush, he tucked the cash into his wallet and straightened his tie. His walk back was decidedly cocky, in an almost pimp-like swagger.

      I shook my head. “Well, Mr. DiCaprio, how much are you up to?” I asked as he reclaimed his seat.

      Again, he leaned in, a bit closer than the last time, and he smelled wonderful. A blend of subtle cologne, a crisp freshness that must be his laundry and an undertone of something that could only be described as unadulterated him.

      “Feel free to call me Leo,” he kidded, “and we’re up a few grand. I’m really hoping I can buy you a drink now because I’m on a double-or-nothing deal, and I’d really hate to be out a ton of cash for a glance at a menu and the short pleasure of your company.”

      The soft blue of his pleading eyes sent my thoughts straight south. I wanted to know if he tasted as good as he smelled.

      I looked away, only to see Jack the bartender watching, wide-eyed and curious for my answer.

      “Fine. I guess you can buy a girl a drink.”

      It was Jack who breathed a loud sigh of relief, and we both laughed. “Your usual?” he asked me.

      I nodded.

      He turned to my partner in crime. “And for you, sir?”

      “I’ll have what she’s having.”

      The bartender poured two tumblers of Kentucky’s best bourbon, and he clinked his glass to mine in a toast.

      Slowly, I sipped, thoroughly enjoying the aroma before letting a mmm escape from my lips.

      My coconspirator, on the other hand, took a sip before sputtering a choke to full-blown coughing. Desperately, he tried muffling it, which made it so much worse.

      With a pat on his back, I asked, “You okay?” My pats turned to strokes before I forced my hand away. Damn, he’s built.

      “Yeah, fine,” he said in a gruff voice, still clearing his throat.

      The bartender handed him a water, and he took a grateful sip.

      “So, you’re Richard. Richard what?” I asked.

      The question seemed to catch him off guard. He cleared his throat one last time and straightened his tie. “Would you believe Smith?”

      Answering my question with a question. Seriously? “Smith. You don’t say. What a coincidence, that’s my name, too.”

      “Really?”

      I glared at him. “No.” Idiot.

      “Too bad.” He sipped his remorse away. “We could’ve been Mr. and Mrs. Smith.”

      “A marriage proposal? So soon?” Annoyed, I asked, “What’s with the mystery, Mr. Smith?”

      “I, um . . .”

      Shrugging, he finally babbled out, “Well, I mean, you’re here late. Like, really late. And you must frequent this bar regularly enough because you know the bartender’s name, and he knows your drink. And by how we did this crazy con . . .” He sucked in a breath. “I’m just not sure if you’re, uh, a . . .”

      “Oh, my God.” I whipped my head toward him, eyes blazing with fury. “Are you saying you think I’m a prostitute?”

      Those broad shoulders shrugged, and along with his sheepish grin, this man was infuriating.

      I pounded a finger on the bar. “Just to be clear, unlike me, I’m pretty sure a hooker would let absolutely anyone buy her a drink. In fact, the three of you would qualify for the group discount.’”

      “No, of course not. I never imagined you were, um, a working girl. It’s just that I’m, um⁠—”

      “Married?” I asked, deflated. Though, by the looks of his left hand, a ring had never graced his finger. No signs of a tan line or indentation. I know. I checked.

      “I am not married,” he said, his tone ripe with indignation. Then, the feathers I ruffled quickly settled. “Look, I’m just digging a deeper grave by the second, so as cool as our little scheme has been, I should get going.” He checked his watch. Vintage by the looks of it. “I’ve got to work in a few hours.”

      For no reason at all, a small part of me was sad. I mean, he’s not married, he’s a lot of fun, and did I mention his smell?

      He tugged the wallet from his pocket. “How can I discreetly hand you half of this wad of cash before I head out?”

      Over my shoulder, I spotted the two men standing. With the bar nearly cleared out, I could hear them loud and clear. “I’m calling the cops. They’re in it together.”

      Red-faced and angry, one of them pulled out a phone. And did I mention Neanderthal? Well, they were now angry Neanderthals. And the last thing I needed was the cops crashing my sanctuary.

      I slid my hand around his arm, and nearly melted. Does he bench press school buses in his spare time?

      Energetically, I hopped off the bar stool and yanked him off his . . . by his tie. “Let’s go.”

      “Let’s? As in us?”

      “Yes.”

      “But my drink⁠—”

      “Bring it.”

      With his newfound fortune, he dropped two C-notes on the bar and stared at me, all cute and deer-in-the-headlights-like.

      Leading him along, I glued my body to his. “Oh, Richard,” I squealed, giggling. “So, you’re from out of town. I’ve lived here all my life,” I said, loudly.

      Overly flirty, I pressed my breasts against him, brushing past the two men as I led him and his confused stare out to the elevators.

      When the doors opened, I threw myself against him, backing him inside. “You say the funniest things.”

      “I do?”

      The doors shut.
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      Once the elevator doors closed, I pounded the button for the twentieth floor. The West Tower. Promptly, I declawed myself from my full-on man attack and smoothed back my hair.

      Silence filled the small space as we were whisked upward. I could feel the weight of his stare. “Are you on medication?” he asked.

      I ignored that and pressed the button again.

      A chime announced our arrival, and the doors swiftly opened. Richard took a step to get off.

      I snatched his elbow, whisking him back. “Whoa there, cowboy.”

      This time, I pressed the button for eleven. “Your friends weren’t as oblivious as I thought. They were about to call the cops.”

      “Ah.”

      “This way, if they check the elevator, they’ll think we’re going to my room.”

      “So, you live on the twentieth floor?” Delighted, he rubbed his chin. “And where, exactly, are we going?”

      “Somewhere we can keep an eye out until they leave. I’ve got a great spot for spying.”

      “Somehow, I’m not surprised. And they’re not my friends.”

      The chime sounded again, this time, opening to the eleventh floor and their famous rooftop pool. “Whoa,” Richard said, taking it all in.

      We strolled out. “It’s touted in travel magazines as an architectural feat. The pool is perfectly nestled, flanked by the taller twenty-story towers.”

      He dipped down, running his fingers across the water. “Nice and warm. Shouldn’t it be closed?”

      “Round-the-clock access.”

      The shimmering, backlit water played perfectly against a backdrop of multicolored city lights and a sweet-scented breeze.

      For a long moment, we stood there, taking it all in. Hands pocketed, Richard strolled to the far end of the inviting crystal-clear water, looking out over a glass half-wall to the empty street below.

      And then, we waited. The undynamic duo were taking their sweet time departing, and I couldn’t help a yawn.

      “Someone’s getting sleepy,” he teased.

      For that, I plucked the bourbon from his hand and sipped.

      He smirked. “Please, help yourself.”

      I smiled. “The last thing we need is you choking to death because you can’t handle your booze. In a way, I’m saving your life.”

      He leaned an elbow on the glass railing, fully facing me. “You know, there’s an old proverb that says if you save my life, you’re entrusted to care for it. Forever.”

      Amused, I mirrored his stance. “Really? Because the way I heard it is if I save your life, you’re indebted to me forever.”

      His eyes were pure mischief, teasing me with a knowing glance. “Seeing as how we’re practically married, Ms. Smith, I’m actually prepared to accept your terms. Shall we put it in writing, back-of-the-napkin-style, or are you as good as your word?”

      “Oh, I’m so much better than my word.” I tasted the drink, letting the heat of the bourbon slide slowly down my throat.

      His bright blue gaze locked with mine, and seconds ticked by before I could breathe.

      Is he going to kiss me or what?

      A car honked from the street, breaking the spell. “So,” Richard started, “How do you know those two men aren’t guests? Maybe they’re going back to their rooms.”

      “Because I do.”

      He peered over the side, scanning the street below. “And as much as I’d love to grab a poolside chaise and glamp, I really do need to head out soon.”

      I guess that means no kiss.

      Tearing my gaze from his lips, I eyed him up and down. “I know they’re not guests just like I know you’re not a guest, but for different reasons.”

      A smirk played on his lips. “Go on,” he said, nudging me for an explanation.

      “Your pals were on an obvious late-night pub crawl, no doubt checking out the best bars Dallas has to offer. The Joule Hotel is world-renowned. But the shirts they were wearing had matching logos, for a convention that’s being hosted at the Gaylord. I imagine they’ve been taking their sweet time, stumbling from one watering hole to another. Not overly drunk, but far from sober. Which means, they’re not staying here.”
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