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Sometimes a
reckless moment of passion changes everything.

 


Ian Thornton
has it all; wealth, looks, a brilliantly successful career – and
any woman he wants. Until a demure Jane walks into his life as his
new assistant. Even though trouble is brewing at Thornton
Enterprises, throwing his life into chaos – and even though his
type is confident buxom blondes – he finds himself unable to stop
thinking and lusting about his new assistant.

When sensible
Jane Bennet accepts the job offer from Thornton Enterprises, she
doesn’t expect to be working for the owner’s son, a man who looks
like a Viking god, and acts like one. But despite Ian being
irritatingly arrogant and entitled, she’s drawn to him, so much
that she ends up in his bed. It’s an encounter Ian doesn’t even
remember and one Jane won’t ever forget. A month later, she
discovers she’s pregnant.

Thornton’s
business troubles lead to lethal consequences and pose a
frightening danger to their unborn child. Like it or not – and she
doesn’t – Jane must look to her arrogant boss to protect her and
their unborn baby.
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 Chapter 1

 


Jane Bennet
glared at the fallen bicycle and her purchases littering the
pavement: a plastic storage box, groceries and a large bag of
toilet paper. She had put the toilet paper into the plastic box,
secured it to the bike’s carrier with the clasp, and set the bag of
groceries in the front basket. Unfortunately, the clasp hadn’t held
the bag and the box had crashed down. Because she tried to catch
the box, she lost her hold on the bicycle and it fell down.

“Do you need
help?” a brunet, who sat on a bike a step away from her, asked.

“No,” she said
without looking at Mark, her childhood friend and flat-mate. She
picked up the bicycle and set it on its kickstand. She repeated her
previous setup, but this time she set the basket vertically against
the clasp, not horizontally. The box slid downward the first time
the bike even shifted. Her jaw locked. If only they had a car. That
way she would be able to buy as much as she needed without worrying
how to get the groceries home. For a second she lifted her gaze to
the black limousine parked in front of the pharmacy. “Rich people
sure have it easy,” she whispered under her breath.

“I told you
that you bought too much,”

“Yes, you did
tell me that.” She flashed a fake smile at Mark before her eyes
scrutinised her bike again, searching for a way to load all her
things on it, ignoring the stares of the passers-by. Since it was
lunchtime, luckily the store’s parking lot wasn’t occupied with a
lot of people who would watch her juggle the toilet paper.

“Do you need
any help?” Mark asked her again.

“No.” She told
him not to nag her, that she would take care of her purchases on
her own, and there was no way she would have admitted defeat and
had to suffer his ‘I told you so’ smirk. She picked up the toilet
paper and secured it to the carrier. The bag of groceries was
already in the bicycle’s front basket; now she only had to do
something with the box. She turned it in her hand, her gaze
lowering to the bicycle basket. Of course. She overturned the box
and put it on the basket. It fitted. With a satisfaction that
upturned her mouth she faced Mark.

“You still have
your purse.”

“That’s easy.”
She wrapped the strap of her handbag around the bicycle handle.
“See?”

He wrinkled his
nose.

“Excuse me,
miss.”

She looked at
the middle-aged man in a black suit. “Yes?”

“Tomas
Richardson,” the man introduced himself and offered her his
card.

She stared at
the card then lifted his gaze to his face. “Yes?”

“I’m the
assistant director-general of Thornton Enterprises Financial
Department,” he said. “We would like you to come in for a job
interview.”

“What?” she and
Mark said simultaneously.

Mark pushed
himself closer and took the card.

“Would tomorrow
at ten suit you?”

“Where?” Mark
asked.

“At our
headquarters. The address is on the card.”

“She’ll be
there,” Mark said.

“Don’t speak
for me.” Jane swatted Mark’s shoulder.

“Ouch.”

“We will expect
you tomorrow at ten, then.” Mr. Richardson gave them a nod before
he walked away.

Jane wanted to
object and call after the man, but Mark covered her mouth, so she,
trying to push her friend away, watched the man as he strode across
the parking lot to the dark car she had eyed earlier.

Mark released
her.

“You are such a
jerk. Why did you do that?” She should have just bitten him, but
the last time she did that he had sulked for days. And having Mark
sulking was like having a dark cloud beside you, with rain and
small bolts of lighting and even thunder. Not fun at all.

“It’s
Thornton.”

“It wasn’t
real, was it?”

Mark studied
the card. “It looks like the real deal, but to be sure... You’ll
find that out tomorrow.”

“Like I’m
going.

“Of course you
are, stupid.” Mark flicked her forehead with the card. “This is
Thornton we are talking about. It’s one of the biggest companies
not only in the city, but in the country. And not only that...” His
eyes became misty as he stared into the distance. “They have one of
the hottest guys I have ever seen as a director. Sebastian Thornton
Junior.”

Jane pushed her
glasses higher up her nose. “Yeah, so?”

“Yeah, so!” He
scowled at her. “I showed you his picture!”

“Yes, you did.”
Yes, Mr. Junior looked good, but he also looked like a spoiled rich
kid who had never had to lift a finger in his life.

His eyes
softened and his gaze got lost in the distance again. “He’s so
dreamy. Like a Viking god in a suit, all raw and primal. Yummy.” He
glanced at her, giving her a smile. “Just imagine, you working
there, me coming to get you for lunch and, by sheer luck, meeting
him at the water cooler.”

“If I remember
correctly, according to the magazine, he’s very hetero.”

He slapped her
arm. “A boy can dream.”

“That’s all you
are doing. You should go out more and meet new people. You’re such
a hermit.” She sat up on the seat and put her foot on the pedal.
“Shall we?”

“Says the pot
to the kettle.” He put the card in the pocket of his cargo and rode
off, overtaking her. He looked at her over his shoulder. “You
should go there, you know. Not just because of the sexy hunk you’re
never going to see, but because they are a highly respectable firm
that pays and treats their workers well. And you need a job.”

“That I do.”
She caught up with him.

“They have this
great design department that I wanted to get in with, but...” He
sighed. “You know how it is.”

Yeah, good jobs
were scarce, and he was lucky to have even found a job related to
design, while she was lucky to have her two part-time jobs, so that
she could pay her bills and live relatively comfortably. She was
sick of saving up though, and having to use coupons, and shopping
only when the store had a sale on. Just for once she would like to
buy things without having to look at the prices. “But even if this
is real, which I doubt -- who head-hunts people in parking lots? --
and if I do land a job, he said he’s from the Financial Department,
and you know how bad I am with numbers.”

“You’re going
tomorrow,” he stated, in a voice that didn’t allow objection, while
giving her a determined look, the one that said that if she didn’t
comply, he was going to eat all of her chocolates; the ones that
she had stashed in the kitchen cabinet above the sink, the ones in
her room, hidden behind her Jane Austen collection, and the ones
that she hadn’t even bought yet.

She sighed.
“Fine. I’ll go.”

And she did.
She found herself staring up at the glass skyscraper that carried
the Thornton sign at the top. She stood there in a black jacket,
white shirt, and a black skirt she hadn’t known she possessed, and
a blue cardigan that Mark found in her closet after an extensive
search, all the while complaining and criticising her choice of
clothes. She liked boyish clothes, so what?

A guy rushed
past her; his shoulder bumped against hers but instead of
apologising, he gave her a glare.

She shook her
head at his rudeness, smoothed her pencil skirt, then took those
five steps that separated her from the revolving door that led into
a large hall with marble walls and floor. People hurried across the
space, some going out, some toward the elevators, and some stood in
line at the reception desk. She directed her step toward the two
women that sat behind the crescent-shaped desk and joined the line.
When it was her turn, she swallowed her unease, stated her name and
added, “Mr. Richardson’s expecting me.”

The beautiful
brunette behind the counter gave her a charming smile as she
glanced at the screen before her and her fingers with manicured red
nails pressed a few keys. “Ah, Miss Bennet. They’re expecting you
on the fifteenth floor, the third door on the right. I’ll inform
them that you’re on your way.” She flashed another charming smile
before she picked up the phone.

“Which door did
you say?”

“The third on
the right, room fifteen zero four.”

Jane nodded and
stepped into an elevator so crowded she felt as if she had just
stuffed herself inside a sardine can. It was hot and she had to
unbutton not only her jacket but also her sweater, and there was a
smell of sour soup coming from her left. By the time she reached
the fifteenth floor, the crowd had dispersed and only three people
were in the elevator with her, them and the stale stink of soup
that still lingered in the air.

The elevator
doors opened and she stepped out into a hallway with matte glass
walls, interrupted by doors. Third door on the right, the
receptionist had said. After she found it, knocked and opened it,
she saw another reception desk and a girl behind it, so similar to
the ones on the ground floor.

The girl
greeted her and asked, “Miss Bennet?”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Richardson
is expecting you.” The girl stood up, opened the door beside her
desk and gestured for Jane to follow her inside.

They stepped
into a light, spacious room with two large desks, one on each side
of the double doors. Mr. Richardson, who had given Jane the card,
nodded to her. From his desk he took two folders and put them under
his arm. He stood and walked to the door. “This way,” he said to
her, before he pushed the door open and strode through it.

She was right
behind him and when she passed the door, her eyes slid over the
inscription on it. Sebastian Thornton. Not that hot guy from
the magazine? She pushed herself onto her toes and peeked over Mr.
Richardson’s shoulder. Her face fell in disappointment when her
eyes landed on a middle-aged man sitting behind a desk.

Richardson made
a detour around the two upholstered chairs and the large, thick
mahogany desk to stop by the older man’s side.

“Miss Bennet.”
Mr. Thornton stood. “Sit down, please.”

She sat in the
chair, put her handbag on her lap and folded her hands over it.

Mr. Thornton
lowered himself back into his seat. “I assume you know why you are
here?”

“Yes,” she
said. “But I don’t know what kind of job this is supposed to be.”
She probably shouldn’t have said anything, but she continued
anyway, “I’m afraid I’m not that good at accounting.” She found it
boring and she usually mixed up the numbers, saying twelve instead
of twenty-one.

Mr. Richardson
gave one folder to Mr. Thornton.

“I see,” Mr.
Thornton said and opened the folder. His eyes scanned the paper. “I
see you dropped out of college.”

“Yes.” Because
she didn’t want to burden her family’s finances after her father
lost his job and was forced to go into early retirement. It was bad
enough that they had to move into a smaller house.

He closed the
folder. “I saw you yesterday. I was impressed how you persisted
until you solved the problem. I need people like that.”

So he had been
in that car in front of the pharmacy? Jane leaned forward. That was
why they wanted to hire her? Because he saw her stuff her bicycle
with groceries?

The older man
sighed, rested his elbows on the desk and laced his fingers. “I’m
in a need of personal assistant. For my son.”

“What? I’m
sorry. Umm. You want me to be a personal assistant to your son?”
For Sebastian Junior? Mark would love that. But she had to be
truthful. “But I don’t have any experience in that department.”

“Yes, I’m well
aware of that,” Mr. Thornton said, then looked up. “Tomas.”

“First, there
would be a three-week probationary period, in which you can decide
if you would like to take the position or not. You will be paid for
that time.” Mr. Richardson took a few papers from the folder and
pushed them over the desk. “This is the employment agreement and
the job description. Read them.”

She pulled the
papers closer and glanced at them. There were three pages.

“If you decide
to become part of Thornton, your superior will be --”

“You answer
directly to me,” Mr. Thornton said. “My son delegates your tasks,
but if the assignment is not in the job description, you have every
right to refuse it. He can’t fire you. Only I can.”

“If you have
any questions, anything, you should address it to me or Mrs. Smith.
The contact information is on the page three,” said Mr.
Richardson.

A phone
rang.

Mr. Thornton
pressed a key on the phone. “Yes?”

“Mr. Thornton,
Mr. Thornton Junior is here; he said that you’re expecting
him.”

“Send him
in.”

Jane
half-turned in her chair so that she had a view of the door.
Yesterday, when Mark and she had gotten home, they googled
Sebastian Thornton. He was a tall blond man in his thirties, with
wide shoulders and ever-present stubble that give him the air of a
bad boy. Did he look the same in person?

The door opened
and Sebastian Thornton Jr. strode through it.

The blond was
as handsome as his pictures, but at the same time more
breath-taking, more intense, with a raw sexuality that oozed out of
him with every step he took. It was the way he moved, like a
panther. Way too intense. Jane swallowed. And the way he filled out
his dark grey designer suit... For a body like that one had to work
out daily.

Ice blue eyes,
which reminded Jane of a husky’s, slid over her as if she were an
object before he fixed his gaze on his father. “You wanted to see
me?”

“Yes,” Mr.
Thornton said. “Ian, this is Miss Bennet. She’s going to be your
new assistant. If she accepts, that is.”

Ian looked at
her, properly this time, and frowned. He crossed his arms. “I hire
my own assistants.”

“Yes, and we’ve
seen how well that worked out.” Mr. Thornton stood up.

The crease
between Ian’s eyebrows deepened; he lowered his gaze and light pink
dusted the bridge of his nose.

He looks as
if he’s embarrassed, Jane thought. It was... cute, a word she
never thought she would associate with a man who was built like a
bull.

“Fine. I’ll
tell Martha to introduce her to the --”

“Martha is a
housekeeper, not a personal assistant,” Mr. Thornton said to his
son before he turned to Jane. “You job is not to iron his shirts or
to clean; your job is to hire somebody for that.”

“I don’t need
her to hire somebody, Martha can do that quite easily.”

“Martha is our
housekeeper, not yours. Your mother has already asked her to return
to the main house,” Mr. Thornton said.

Jane inwardly
sighed. Sebastian Thornton -- Ian -- might look like a Viking god,
but he behaved like a spoiled child. He was going to be a
handful.

With the frown
still marring his face, Ian didn’t seem pleased. “I assume you want
her to start right away?”

“Can you?” Mr.
Thornton asked Jane.

“Yes.”

“Very well
then.” Another sigh came from Ian’s throat as he turned on his heel
and waved his hand for her to follow him.




 Chapter 2

 


With furrowed
eyebrows and his hands in the pockets of his suit pants, Ian waited
by his Mercedes, his eyes on the girl who was rushing toward him.
Mousy, that was what he called her; not only because of her hair,
which was mousy brown, but because of her withdrawn and shy
attitude, and the fact that she always wore dark-coloured and
inconspicuous clothes. She was practical and resourceful, and in
the three days that she had been working for him she had proved to
be a better assistant than the girls before her, even though she
didn’t have any previous experience. “Jane,” he greeted the girl
and opened the car door for her.

“Ian.” She
nodded and slipped onto the seat.

He closed the
door, went around the car and lowered himself into the driver’s
seat. “Did you get everything?”

“Yes.” She
showed him a plastic bag.

He stretched
out his hand.

“Do you even
know how to turn it on?”

He glanced down
at her, arching one eyebrow. “I’m slightly technologically
challenged, not stupid.”

“You said that
you’ve never used a tablet.” From the bag she pulled out a box and
opened it.

“Not
personally, but I have seen enough of them to know that they
operate on the same principle as smart phones.”

“Here.” She
gave him the thin rectangle the size of an A4 notebook.

He took it.
There were two buttons at the side of it. One small, with a circle
and a line, and one longer, with V minus and V plus at its sides.
He pressed the smaller one. Nothing happened.

“You have to
hold it down.” She rummaged through the bag and pulled out a small
black triangle thing.

“I knew that.”
He held the button down.

She unwrapped
the triangle thing, pulled out and plugged it into the car’s power
socket.

The tablet
turned on.

She hauled it
away from him. “Its battery isn’t fully charged yet.”

He fastened his
seatbelt and watched her for a while as she busied herself with the
tablet. She appeared to know what she was doing. He started the
car.

She pulled the
seatbelt across her chest and secured it before she again bent over
the tablet. “I’ll use your company email, is that okay?”

“Yes.” He
steered the car onto the street, his destination the Double-T, as
Thornton employees called Thornton Tower. He had a meeting at
eleven o’clock, for which he had already prepared, but he had
another at three o’clock, for which Richardson had put together
documentation that waited for him in his office. Since he
previously accepted an invitation to have lunch with a business
associate, he didn’t have time to drop by the office, so he had
asked Jane to bring him the folder with the Trio documentation. She
had proposed that Richardson scan the documents and send them to
him, and he could look over them on his tablet. He told her that he
didn’t own a tablet, at which she had immediately insisted that he
buy one.

“Which apps do
you need?”

“I don’t
know.”

“The usual
then.”

“I guess.”

She nodded. “I
can’t install them now, since I’m not connected, but I’ll do that
in the office while you are in the meeting.”

The Tower was
already visible in the distance; they were only a few streets away.
“I’ll pick you up at one,” he told her. “Don’t be late.”

“No, sir.”

The way she
said ‘sir’ sounded as if she was making fun of him, but then when
he glanced at her, her face was serious and her focus was on
putting the tablet into the bag. She was such a strange girl, so
different to the ones he usually socialised with. It felt as if she
wasn’t the slightest bit fazed that he was Sebastian Thornton
Junior, the heir of Thornton Enterprises and descendant of Thornton
and Cromwell, two prominent families, a fact he was very proud of.
“And don’t forget the Trio folder.”

“I won’t.”

“It’s supposed
to be on my desk.” He stopped beside the pavement and then, as soon
as she was out of the car, he turned back onto the road, his eyes
landing on the triangle thing in the car’s power socket. If she
didn’t plan to use it, why did she even put it there? He shrugged
and decided to leave it there, his mind already on the Holden
acquisition, the subject of the meeting.

 


#

 


“I’ll sit
there.” Jane pointed at the table in the corner of the coffee shop,
two tables away.

Ian nodded in
agreement and walked to the booth occupied by his brother, Chris.
He slipped behind the table, across from the blond, who had his
long hair tied into a low ponytail.

“Hey,” Chris
greeted him. “Who’s the girl?”

Ian glanced at
Jane, who had already sat down, before his gaze was back on Chris.
“My new assistant,” he said, even though he for now only used her
for business-related tasks.

“You’re
kidding.”

“Do I look like
I’m kidding?”

“I never
imagined that you would choose such a bland-looking girl, and with
glasses.”

“Jane’s very
resourceful.”

“And
flat-chested.”

“And quite
practical.”

“And not
blond.”

“She’s employed
to work, not to look pretty.”

“The last time
I saw you, you were quite particular about what kind of attributes
your assistant should have; resourceful and practical weren’t among
them, nor was the working part.” Chris leaned his forearms on the
table.” What happened?”

Ian sighed.
“Father hired her.”

Chris
laughed.

“He’s
constantly lecturing me lately, about how it’s time for me to
settle down and to cease with my short term relationships. That I
should find myself a wife and start a family.” He face darkened. “I
don’t want to be tied to one woman. And why should I be?” He
narrowed his eyes at his brother. “You’re lucky that Father leaves
you alone.”

“Luck has
nothing to do with it.” Chris crossed his arms as he leaned back in
the seat. “If you weren’t so spoiled, careless and too used to
people doing things for you, Father wouldn’t get involved in your
affairs either. And he’s right; isn’t it already time for you to
stop your skirt-chasing?”

“I’m not
skirt-chasing.”

“Than what do
you call your week-long relationships?”

“Relationships
that didn’t work out in the long-term,” Ian said, with seriousness
in his voice. It wasn’t his fault that the women he dated couldn’t
hold his interest for more than a few days. He doubted that he
would ever find one with whom he could have a long and loving
relationship like the one his parents shared. So why waste time
trying? “I’m not spoiled, either.”

“I heard Mother
loaned you Martha, and that Beth still sends you lunch every
day.”

Beth was his
family’s cook and her family had been working for the Thorntons for
generations. “As if you don’t get food from the main estate
either.”

“Only on
special occasions, not daily like you do.”

“I can’t help
it if Beth likes me better than you.”

Chris sighed
and slightly shook his head in that patronising way Ian was already
used to. His brother, younger by two years, had a knack for making
Ian feel as if he were the younger one, not the other way
around.

“I’m the
first-born, it’s logical that I’m more special to them than you
are,” Ian said, despite knowing that, yes, he really was more
special to his family, but it had nothing to do with him being the
first-born, and everything to do with him being a weak and sickly
child.

A waitress came
and they ordered.

There was a
moment of silence, then Chris spoke, “Where did Father find
her?”

“In a store
parking lot.”

“So typical for
him.”

“At least he
doesn’t do it often, only once a year or so,” Ian said.

“He did find a
few good people that way though.”

“Like
Richardson; he was working as a cashier in some store when Father
found him, right?”

“That’s the
story.”

The waitress
brought them their order; one latte, one black coffee and two
bottles of water.

Chris pulled
the latte closer and tore a packet of sugar, pouring it into the
milk’s fluffy foam, while his eyes slid toward the centre of the
coffee shop. “She could be beautiful.”

“Who?” Ian
glanced at the waitress.

“Your
assistant. Not your kind of beautiful, or the right kind of
beautiful to work for my model agency, but with the right
hairstyle, makeup and clothes, she would turn heads,” Chris said.
“If you look at her more closely, she has nice features and a nice
body, she just hides it with that old fashioned hairstyle -- who
nowadays still wears a bun, besides our grandmother? -- and with
her simple and shapeless clothes and glasses.”

Ian turned to
Jane and studied her as she fumbled with the tablet. She was just a
girl, an average girl who didn’t stand out. Mousy. But his brother
had an eye for beauty; that’s why he had chosen fashion as his
profession. If he said Jane could be beautiful, that meant that
Jane was beautiful and he was too blind to have noticed it on his
own. “You really think so?”

“Should I give
her a makeover?”

“If you want
to.” Ian stared at Jane, trying to imagine her without glasses,
with make-up, in a tight dress and high heels. He couldn’t.

She lifted her
gaze.

Their eyes
met.

He smiled.

She averted her
gaze.

“She just
snubbed you,” Chris commented.

“Yes, she did.”
It was not the first time she had done it, either. It had surprised
him when it happened for the first time, since he had thought that
she would be worse than his previous assistants, who stuck close to
him, hung on his every word and used every opportunity to touch
him, which he didn’t mind at all. He liked the attention women gave
him. But Jane maintained a respectful distance between them and, at
first, had even refused his request to call him by his name. What a
strange girl. He focused on his brother. “What was so urgent that
you had to see me?”

“Nothing. I
just wanted to see my brother and have a cup of coffee with
him.”

“I have piles
of reports that urgently need my attention, so stop wasting my time
and tell me what you want.”

Chris sighed.
“You were never one for finesse, but you could at least allow me to
make some --”

“Stop whining
and tell me what you want already.”

“Always so
crude.” Chris flicked a long strand of hair that fell over his face
off his forehead. “I need a male model.”

“I’m a serious
businessman.”

“With a
well-toned body.” Chris leaned forward. “A model just cancelled on
me and I need to find somebody immediately, since I have a
photo-shoot --” he looked at his watch “-- in twenty minutes.”

“It was fun
working for you when I was younger, but appearing in a fashion
magazine now would harm my reputation.”

“You mean the
reputation of a presumptuous womaniser?” Chris arched his eyebrows.
“If you are so worried about that, we can put a wig on you and
transform your appearance so that even Mother won’t be able to
recognize your face.”

“I am not a
presumptuous womaniser,” Ian indignantly told his brother.

“Of course you
are. You are arrogant and you love women’s attention.”

He might be
just a tiny bit arrogant, Ian could admit that. “So what if I like
women’s attention?”

“Are you going
to help me or not?”

“What’s in it
for me?”

“I’ll introduce
you to that model like you asked me to.”

“I’m not
interested in meeting her any more.”

“I’ll owe you
one.”

“I don’t
know.”

“A big
one.”

“How big?” Ian
calculatedly studied his brother.

“’I’ll have
your back the next time you and Izzy have a dispute’ big.”

Izzy was their
younger sister. “Even if I’m in the wrong?”

“Yes, even if
you’re in the wrong.”

Ian was proud
of his intelligence; he had a good pragmatic mind that did well
with numbers and that had helped him complete his studies with
honours, but compared to his younger siblings, who had both skipped
classes and gotten their Master’s degrees when they were under
twenty, he was the stupid one. “Is the favour big enough to include
counterattacks on Izzy’s deviously conceived plans of revenge?”

Chris sighed,
rolling his eyes.

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

Ian grinned.
“Very well. I’m all yours.”

“Let’s go,
then.” Chris stood up and, without a second glance, he went
outside.

Ian went to pay
for the drinks, including Jane’s, then, gesturing for Jane to
follow him, he joined Chris, who waited for them outside.

“Hello there,”
Chris greeted Jane. “I’m Christian Thornton, this big brute’s
brother.” He offered her his hand.

Jane took the
hand and shook it, while a blush spread over her cheeks. “Jane
Bennet. Ian’s personal assistant.”

Why was she
blushing? Ian pinched his mouth and his eyes narrowed.

“Jane Bennet,”
Chris repeated, his hand still holding the girl’s. “Is there Mr.
Bingley?”

She giggled and
shook her head in what seemed to be a ‘no.’

She
giggled. He had known the girl for three weeks now and she had
never even given him a smile, let alone a giggle.

“Where’s your
car?” Chris asked Ian.

Ian pointed at
the Mercedes parked by the pavement across the street, his eyes on
his brother. Chris could be very pleasant and charming if he wanted
to, and people always opened up to him so easily, but in his core,
he was a manipulative bastard, who liked to exploit people for his
own gain and amusement, caring for nobody but himself. And his
family.

“Shall we?”
Chris offered his arm to Jane. “How long have you been Ian’s
assistant?”

“Three weeks.”
She took it and together they strolled across the empty street.

Ian pushed his
hands into the pockets of his black trousers, sighed, and strode
after them. Chris usually ignored his assistants; a side glance and
a scowl was the only attention they got from him, so why was he
being so charming with Jane? His brother continued to converse with
her even after they arrived at the photo-shoot, which was in a
condo at the top of a skyscraper.

Two girls and a
boy crowded around Ian as soon as he entered the room that
overlooked the large terrace. The girls started to tug the jacket
off him, while the young man studied him with a pondering
expression on his face.

“Girls, girls.”
Ian gave them a smile. “Don’t be so impatient, you’ll see me naked
soon enough.”

They giggled.
One started to work on the buttons of his light blue shirt while
the other hung the jacket on the racks full of clothes, one of four
that stood by the wall.

Over the girl’s
head he searched for Jane. She was three steps away, quietly
chatting with Chris, who stood with his shoulder leaned against the
wall. A light blush still dusted her cheeks. “Jane,” he called.

She faced him.
“Yes?”

“I need the
documents for the Devinli project, if you would be so kind as to
acquire them, so I’ll be able to read them while they are preparing
me.”

“Yes, right
away.” She turned to Chris, said something to him, then moved to
the far end of the room.

The blond girl
pulled the shirt off him and it ended up on the rack beside his
jacket.

Ian slipped off
the white sleeveless tank top he wore under the shirt and shooed
away the woman’s hands that had already unbuckled his belt and now
reached for his zipper. “I appreciate the help,” he said to the
blonde. “But I prefer to slip out of my pants on my own.” His
eyelids lowered to half-mast and one corner of his mouth curled in
a seductive smile as he cast a glance over the girl’s plump chest.
“Unless you were planning to pull down the zipper with your
teeth.”

Chris walked
over to him.

The blonde
looked at Ian from under her eyelashes, and smiled as she sucked
her lower lip into her mouth then released it. “Maybe later.”

“You are
unbelievable,” Chris said.

“I can’t help
it if women like me.” Ian flashed another smile at the girl, then
kicked off his shoes and got out of his pants, to stand there in
the middle of the room in only his black boxers and his socks.

“Why did you
interrupt my little tête à tête with Jane?”

“Why are you
interested in her? You never noticed my previous assistants?”

“Are you
jealous?”

“Because you
talked to her?” Ian snorted and put his arms akimbo. “Not likely.”
He noticed the girls’ eyes on his chest and he automatically flexed
his muscles. “Your little photo session is taking time away from my
work, so instead of going to the office to go through the reports,
I’ll do that here.” It’s not as if he had to prepare himself for
the shoot, he just had to stand there, in whatever pose the
photographer put him in, looking sexy.

“Don’t think I
didn’t notice how you glared at me.”

“I wasn’t
glaring at you.” Was he?

“If you say
so,” Chris said.

Ian’s eyes
found Jane, who appeared to be busy with the tablet. Had he really
been glaring at Chris? Because of Jane? Nah.
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“Unbelievable,”
Jane mumbled under her breath, scowling as she observed Ian and the
blonde from the corner of her eye. The blonde stylist was
practically rubbing her breasts against Ian’s arm, something, from
the way he smiled down at the girl, he didn’t seem to mind one bit.
Men. Jane snorted. When in close proximity to big breasts,
they could become so shallow-minded and easily distracted. She had
already acquired and arranged the data Ian wanted but he, too
preoccupied with the blonde and her breasts, hadn’t even glanced at
them.

“He loves the
attention.”

Jane lifted her
head to see Chris leaning against the wall beside her. She felt
heat crawling into her cheeks. Chris’s oval face and narrow nose,
high cheekbones and plump lips together formed perfection. But it
wasn’t just his beauty that made her breath hitch and her cheeks
flush, but there was something ethereal about him that made her
feel as if she was staring at a real elf. Yet, it was easier to
talk with him than Ian, because even though Chris was more
beautiful than his brother, he lacked the raw sensuality that oozed
out of Ian’s every pore. She glanced at Ian, who had already put on
his jacket. “Yes, he does seem to enjoy being in the
spotlight.”

Ian produced a
business card from the pocket of his jacket and gave it to the
blonde.

Jane pushed
herself away from the wall and put the tablet under her arm.

“It was nice
meeting you, Jane.” Chris offered her his hand.

“Yeah, you
too.” She shook it, focusing her gaze on the point between his
eyebrows, avoiding his eyes, embarrassed by the way her cheeks
glowed with heat.

“Jane,” Ian
yelled from across the room.

“I’m coming.”
She gave Chris a small smile before she wiggled her hand out of his
and hurried after Ian, who was already halfway to the door.

They went out
of the apartment and crossed the hallway to the elevators.

Ian pressed the
button for down then turned to her. “Do you have the
documents?”

“Yes. Here.”
She gave him the tablet.

The elevator
came and they went inside.

Ian leaned back
against the wall and occupied himself with the reports.

She secretly
observed him. She had assumed that he would look good shirtless,
but until the photo shoot, she had never known that he was built
like a statue of Hercules. Would his abdomen feel like that too?
She slightly shook her head, smiling to herself. That sounded like
something Mark would ask. He would probably have darted over, and
with an expression full of wonder and with his eyes innocently
blinking asked if he could touch.

“What’s so
funny?”

She lifted her
head. “Nothing.”

“What did you
and Chris talk about?”

“About books.”
And his friend Suzan’s performance in Pride and
Prejudice.

The elevator
stopped and a man stepped inside, then it resumed its way down.

“What kind of
books?”

“Jane Austin’s
books.” She crossed her arms.

“What’s so
special about them?”

The name of a
side character in Pride and Prejudice was the same as hers,
but since he probably didn’t even know who Jane Austen was, there
was no point in explaining that to him. “Have you gone through the
numbers for the warehouse project?”

“I’m going
through them right now.” His gaze returned to the tablet.

“You have a
meeting with the project leader at the site at two.” Which was two
hours away.

“I’ll go
through all the documentation at lunch. I noticed that there’s no
quote for the equipment.”

“I’ll get on it
right away.” She pulled a phone out of her handbag and started to
browse through the address book, searching for the Thornton
accounting department’s phone number.

They arrived on
the ground floor and the man walked out while they continued their
way to the second level of the underground garage, where Ian had
parked his car.

“I’ll need you
to go through all the costs and sort them by phase of construction.
You can do that while we are at lunch.”

In the three
weeks she had been working for him, his days had been filled with
meetings and reading reports, and he used lunches to socialize with
his business partners. She had participated in one of them, sitting
off to the side, providing him with information when he needed it,
which made her feel more like his secretary than his personal
assistant. Today, surprisingly, he didn’t have a lunch appointment.
“We?”

“Yes.”

“As in having
lunch together, just the two of us?”

“Yes.”

The elevator
reached their destination. The door opened.

“Really?”

“Yes.” He
stepped out into the garage, his steps echoing among the concrete
walls.

She was right
behind him. “I can’t. I have to be in Personnel at
twelve-thirty.”

He stopped.

She bumped
against him, losing her balance.

His hand shot
out; he grabbed her forearm and drew her against his chest. His
strong arm wrapped around her waist. “Are you okay?”

She felt his
hard body against her side, her fingers touched his abs. They
really were as hard as they looked. What did the guy eat? Bricks?
She glanced up at him.

He was
grinning, his eyes glittering mischievously. He had such a vivid
eyes, blue as a summer sky. He raised one eyebrow. “Do you like
what you are touching?”

She hauled her
hand away and heat rushed into her cheeks. “I don’t know what you
are talking about.” She wiggled out of the embrace of his arm and
occupied herself with adjusting her glasses.

He chuckled,
then the smile faded off his face; he replaced it with a frown.
“Don’t you plan to stay?”

“What?”

“You said that
you have to be in Personnel at twelve-thirty. A few minutes is more
than enough to sign the employment contract.”

“Is it?”

“I assumed you
plan to stay. Was my assumption wrong?”

“I thought you
were against me working for you and that you preferred somebody
you’d have chosen yourself.”

“I thought that
too, but your efficiency has changed my mind.” He smiled, a
fondness in his voice when he spoke. “It seems my father is much
better at recognizing potential in people than I am.” He rubbed his
chin. “Not that I didn’t already know that.”

She gazed up at
him, charmed by his smile and the look of affection in his
expression. He must love his father very much. When she had started
working for Ian, she thought that he was a cold, entitled jerk, but
he was actually a warm and kind entitled jerk, popular, not only
among women, but with men too. In three weeks filled with his
company, she had grown fond of him too.

“So?”

“What?”

“Are you going
to stay on as my assistant or not?”

Even if he were
a cold insufferable moron, the pay and benefits were too good for
her to refuse the job. “I’m going to take the job.”

“Good.” He
nodded, shoved the tablet under his arm and pushed his hands into
the pockets of his black trousers.

She thought he
would have made another comment, but he didn’t. They got into the
car and she used the drive to call the accounting department.
Before she went to Personnel, she had enough time to sit at Ian’s
computer and gather and organize the data they had sent her, then
forward the spreadsheets to Ian’s email so that he could access
them with either his phone or tablet.

The Personnel
department was three floors down, and it only took her a few
minutes to get to the head of the department’s office at the end of
a long hallway. ‘Mrs. Anita Gloucester’ was written on the
door.

Jane knocked
and then peeked inside.

A black-haired
woman occupied the seat behind the table. “Miss Bennet?”

“Yes.”

“I have been
waiting for you. Come in.”

Jane walked
inside.

“Sit down,
please.” Mrs. Gloucester gestured at the chair.

Jane sat.

Without further
ado, Mrs. Gloucester opened the folder and pulled a few papers from
it. “This is the employment contract. It includes the same
conditions as the probationary one. Read it and sign all three
copies, please. One copy is yours.”

Jane skimmed
through it. Yes, it included the same conditions, but it offered
more benefits. She signed all three papers and gave two copies to
the woman. She was ready to stand up and leave, when Mrs.
Gloucester pushed another batch of papers toward her. “Read and
sign, please.”

Frowning, Jane
took the papers and read the first page. “It’s a non-disclosure
agreement.”

“Yes, it is.
All the female employees working directly with Mr. Thornton Junior
have to sign it,” the woman said, her eyes glancing down Jane’s
body, as much of it as was visible over the desk. “Not that it’s
always needed, like in your case.”

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” Jane asked, careful to keep her voice low and
soft.

“You’re neither
blond nor...” Mrs. Gloucester’s eyes lowered to Jane’s chest.

Jane scowled,
but she made no comment on Mrs. Gloucester’s words, not to the
woman herself. As soon as she stepped out of the office, though,
she called Mark and told him what had happened. “The nerve.”

“She’s probably
just jealous because she’s not on a first-name basis with the hunk
like you are.”

“Do you know
what that means?”

“That she has a
crush on him, like the rest of your new co-workers.”

She rolled her
eyes and shifted the phone into her left hand as she strode down
the hallway, toward the elevators. “She implied that the company
shouldn’t worry about non-disclosure since I’m not blond and don’t
have large breasts. And?”

“Yeah?”

She arrived to
the elevators and punched the button. “What’s Ian’s type?”

“Oh.”

“Which means
what?” Jane asked even though she knew the answer.

“That they have
a non-disclosure contract in place because he probably has a habit
of sleeping with his ‘blond and well-endowed’ employees.”

“Something like
that.”

“Do you think
that he slept with his previous assistants?”

She remembered
his flirting with the stylist just an hour ago. “If they were his
type, most likely.”

“So he sleeps
around, huh?”

“As if you
didn’t know that.”

“Do you think I
would have a chance, you know, with a stuffed bra and a blond
wig?”

“I don’t know.”
Jane grinned. “Maybe you should try it.”

Mark
chuckled.

“Hey, I met
Christopher Thornton today.”

“Who’s that?
His cousin?”

“His
brother.”

“What? The
Viking god has a brother? And I didn’t know. What’s he like?”

“Beautiful and
really elfin.”

The elevator
came. Jane stepped inside, joining the three people that already
occupied it. “I’ll tell you everything about him when I get
home.”

“You better, or
else...” Mark said in a menacing, dangerous voice.

“Or else?” she
said, a small smile playing on her face.

“I’m going to
eat the strawberry muffin I was planning to buy for you on my way
home.”

“From Erin’s
Bakery?” Those were delicious.

“Yes.”

At just the
thought of that muffin, her mouth started to water. “When do you
get off today? At five, like always?”

“Yeah.”

“Great. We’ll
see each other then,” she said, turned off the phone and put it
into the pocket of her sweater. A few seconds later, the elevator
reached her floor. She strode out and across the hallway and the
empty anteroom into Ian’s office.

Ian half-lay on
the same spot on the couch as she had left him, his jacket tossed
over the back of the chair nearby. At the sight of her, he
straightened and leaned his arms on the back of the couch.
“Well?”

“Well,
what?”

“Did you sign
it?”

She pinched her
eyebrows together. “Which one?”

He scowled.
“The employment contract, of course.”

“I signed
it.”

“Good, good.”
He nodded and stood. He lifted his arms above his head and then
lowered them behind his back and laced his hands. He pushed them
backwards and up.

Jane stared at
the white shirt that stretched over his shoulders and chest,
highlighting the muscles beneath it. How did a businessman whose
days consisted of meetings and reports get so toned? From all
the sex, a small voice, so similar to Mark’s, muttered in her
head.
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“Where to go
next?” With his hand hooked around Jane’s, Mark drew her closer to
him as they made a detour around the chatting group of people who
occupied the pavement as if they owned the spot before the entrance
of the Mexican restaurant.

“What about the
Bones?” Jane pointed at the bar, one of many that lined the street
in the old town. This one had a skeleton beside its door.

“They give you
those test tubes with coloured drinks after every third round,
right?”

“I think so.”
Jane pulled him with her toward the bar. They were celebrating her
official acceptance of her well-paid job. It had been her idea,
despite her being a bigger hermit than Mark. They both preferred to
spend their time inside the four walls of their home, watching
telly, playing games, reading books or just goofing around. But how
would Mark meet any new people and find the man of his dreams
cooped up in the apartment with her? And the same applied to her.
Even though she already had Mark to cuddle, she would love to have
a boyfriend, somebody as awesome as Mark, modest and fun -- but
straight -- to hold hands with and to kiss.

They reached
the entrance of the bar and she had just stepped inside when Mark
tugged on her arm and jerked her back.

A big grin
played on his face. “Look.” He tilted his head at something at the
end of the street, on the other side of the road.

“What?” Her
eyes followed the direction of his gaze to land on a tall and
wide-shouldered man with a blonde under his arm. “What’s Ian doing
here?” He was a rich, well-connected man, more at home strolling
over the polished marble of private parties than the cobblestones
of an old town.

“Let’s get me
introduced.” Mark grabbed her wrist and pulled her with him toward
the couple.

“No.” Jane
planted her feet against the pavement, refusing to be dragged
across the street. “Stop it, Mark, please. He’s going to see
us.”

“Can I meet
him, please?” Mark’s eyes glittered with excitement. “Please, Jane,
introduce me to him.”

She sighed, her
gaze on Ian and his escort, who were coming closer. Just a few more
steps and they would have passed them. “Come on.” She hooked her
arm around his and strode with him across the road, where they
positioned themselves as if they were casually strolling.

The two steps
of distance narrowed into one.

“Oh, Ian.”

Over the head
of the woman who was in front Ian, Jane could distinguish Ian’s
blue eyes widening as his step slowed down. A smile flashed on his
face and he stopped. “Good evening, Jane.”

“Ian.” Jane
nodded, her gaze darting to his companion. She looked familiar. Oh,
it was that stylist. Jane turned to Mark, who with a big smile on
his face rocked on the balls of his feet. “Mark, this is Ian
Thornton, my boss.” She waved at Ian before she faced Ian again.
“And this is Mark, my flatmate.”

Mark’s hand
shot out. “Nice to meet you.”

Ian lowered his
eyes to Mark’s hand. He took it and shook it. “Yeah, you too.”

Mission
accomplished, Jane thought. “Well.” She glanced up at Ian’s
companion, who towered over her in blood-red pumps, her big breasts
threatening to spill over the low neckline of her black dress. The
blonde wore a dress that looked a size too small, barely covering
her ass, and a short leather jacket, with a red scarf framing her
long neck.

The stylist
lifted her eyebrows as her eyes glided over Jane’s denim jacket,
down her olive green cargo pants, to her black sneakers, before she
raised her gaze to Jane’s face and the corner of her mouth curled
in what looked like a mocking smile. “Ian, darling, aren’t you
going to introduce me?”

What a
snob. Jane subtly rolled her eyes.

With a
welcoming, warm smile, Ian gestured at Jane and Mark. “Amanda, this
is my assistant, Jane, and her friend. And this is Amanda.”

Amanda didn’t
offer them her hand and they only exchanged nods.

Jane plastered
a polite smile on her face. “It was nice to meet you.” She looped
her arm around Mark’s again.

“Where are you
two going?” Ian asked.

“Just
around.”

“You could join
us.”

“No,” Jane
said.

“Yes,” Mark
shot out.

Jane faced
Mark.

Please,
Mark silently mouthed.

Jane sighed
before she turned to Ian, ignoring Amanda’s glaring. “I guess we
could join you, if we wouldn’t be in the way on your date. What did
you have in mind?”

“First, dinner.
Have you two already eaten?”
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