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ONE

 

 

“WORK. WORK. WORK,” Lilya Kearns said to herself, reading and typing, reading and typing, as she’d been doing all night.

Minutiae was important in her role. Details. Specifics. 

Making headway was vital. Not only to keep Chester, the boss, on course, but for morale in the team. If she fell behind, catching up could cause delays and lead to a lot of backtracking. So she continued to work, long after everyone else had gone home.

The office wasn’t hers. Not exclusively. It just happened to contain one of the computers Eclipse had assigned her employer for the duration of their contract. In total, she and her nineteen colleagues had access to three company terminals. Three between twenty didn’t equal much screen time. Being there alone, she was taking advantage of every second.

Keeping them out from underfoot of the professional day-to-day Eclipse machine, they’d been designated the adjacent boardroom as their main workspace. That was her base, though she wasn’t often found there. Running around the building was part of her job too. 

Offices and boardrooms lined the perimeter of the sub-level around an open-plan bullpen. The true executive floor overlooked the minions, most of whom weren’t allowed to ascend the staircase at the head of the polished corporate cavern. No. Because up there were the special people. Like gods meant to be revered, executive-level management worked in their own private sphere on a mezzanine floor looming over the grunts. 

How many companies were exactly the same way? With a clear divide between those at the top and those beneath them. She’d seen it so many times. Her line of work involved vast, if temporary, experience with businesses. Many, many businesses. 

“Excuse me.”

Oh, great, more interruptions.

“One sec,” she said, typing what was on the monitor into her tablet so as not to lose her place.

“This is the only open office on the floor. I realize this is inappropriate… and shocking.” What was the guy rambling about? “My office is unexpectedly occupied and…” His office? Who—she looked up. Damn. Unable to believe her eyes, her jaw dropped. “There’s a good explanation for this.”

That was Zachary Kintyre. Eclipse Incorporated CEO. In the doorway. Naked.

Yes, that warranted repetition. 

Naked.

Sure, he was covering the really interesting parts with both hands, but the rest wasn’t bad to look at. Wasn’t bad at all.

As she absorbed the moment, her mouth closed. She sank back in the chair, still sort of in a daze.

“Go in. In.”

Another guy appeared behind Kintyre, nudging him into the office, using an elbow to close the door. The new guy was as naked as the first.

“I appreciate this will make a slam-dunk harassment lawsuit,” Kintyre said. “My father-in-law is in my office with a reporter… one who doesn’t like me. Yes, they do exist. We’ll talk settlement tomorrow, but can you go in there and either get rid of them or grab the suit bag from the closet?”

Her lips curled. Maybe glee was inappropriate… okay, it was. She sucked her lower lip into her mouth, attempting to contain her amusement.

“She’s laughing,” the other guy said. Narrowing her gaze on him, it felt like he should be familiar. Who was he? The nudity was throwing her off. “She’s laughing, dude.”

“Wouldn’t you?” Kintyre asked over his shoulder as his counterpart shuffled up next to him. “Miss… what’s your name?”

Her fingertips touched her upper lip. “This could be the happiest moment of my life.”

Damn her lips for contorting again, but she needed this pressure release. If she could stay seated, admiring their misfortune for longer, she would, just for the excuse to relax. Unfortunately, it wasn’t in her to be cruel. She got up and went to the metal closet in the corner. Not many people got such an experience, she didn’t think anyway. What did she know about what went on at Eclipse?

“Odd, because it’s my most mortifying.”

“Oh, Mr. Kintyre…” she said, unzipping her gym bag. “I don’t believe that’s true.” Retrieving both towels, she stepped back with one in each hand. “I got a big one and a little one. Who gets what?” She raised one, then the other. “Who’s bigger than who?” No response. “Guess I should turn and toss.”

Giving them privacy, she turned her back and threw both towels over her head like a bride with her bouquet.

“Who’s your manager?”

Figuring the question meant they were decent, more decent… marginally, she returned to the desk. “You don’t know my manager.”

“I don’t?” As she sank into her seat, Kintyre folded his arms. Man, he was ripped. These billionaires were clearly driven in more than just the boardroom. “How long have you worked here?”

“Uh…” Her eyes slunk to their top corners for a moment. “About three weeks.”

“Great, she’s new staff,” guy number two said, throwing up a hand.

“She’s not new staff ‘cause we haven’t taken on new staff at this level for months.”

“Obviously, you have,” she said, smiling, absorbing the intrigue of the bold man, the owner of everything around them. “You have some balls talking down to me right now.”

Guy number two nudged Kintyre. “She has a point, we need her.”

“You have some balls talking to me like that at all,” Kintyre said, his focus steady on her. “You’re from Ranby Kearns.”

Her smile stretched. This was fun. How often did anyone get to spar with a towel-clad multibillionaire in the middle of the workplace?

Folding her arms, she pushed her shoulders back. “Your Gramercy bid hangs in the balance,” she said. “Wonder what the bosses over there would think of this.”

“That wasn’t confirmation,” he said and opened his hand. “Show me your ID.”

“What are you security now?” she asked and arched a brow. “I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours.”

For some reason, maybe the weird energy, guy number two took a deliberate step away from his buddy.

“You still haven’t told me your name.”

“And you’re still not wearing pants,” she said, flattening her hands on the desk to push up. “And… I can’t help you.”

“For religious reasons?”

That was sarcasm, but did it mean he was circumcised? What a crazy tangent. Where did that come from? Not like she was ever going to find out.

She bit her tongue and went for the truth. “Because I don’t have security clearance to get into your office. You’re on your own.”

Guy number two popped back into the periphery. “Give her clearance, Zach, man.”

More people around wouldn’t be what Kintyre wanted. “If you call security up here—”

“I don’t need security,” he said, rounding the desk, barging into her chair. “You’re on the network.”

The desktop computer came with the office, so, yeah, it was on the Eclipse network. Pretty hard to audit their data if it wasn’t.

“Why are you so nervous?” she asked the second guy. “Is the reporter after you too? What time is it?”

“You want answers to those questions or are you just going to keep firing them at him?” Kintyre was typing but still spoke before his friend. “It’s after eleven. Put your thumb on the reader.”

Fingerprint scanners reinforced all Eclipse security. 

She bent over to do as asked. “Does your friend not talk?”

“He’s pissed,” Kintyre said and stood up, tucking his thumb into his towel. Hmm, was it loose? “Go. Upstairs. Get rid of them. Whatever it takes.”

“Only because I’m such a good person,” she said, whirling around to sashay out of the office and up the celestial stairway.

Wouldn’t be so bad for a billionaire CEO to owe her a favor. Teasing him might be fun, but playing with him could be dangerous.

The only other time she’d been on the upper executive floor was during the quick tour they got on their first day. On that day, Kintyre hadn’t been anywhere in sight.

Going over to the tall glass door and pressing her thumb to the reader in the silver handle, she got a buzz when it automatically opened.

“Good evening!” she projected her voice to gain the focus of the two men at the opposite end of the room.

The city lights glittered on the other side of the inky black windows. Illumination was lower than during the day. Had they set it that way? Seemed odd.

“Who are you?” the older of the two gentlemen asked. “Where’s my son-in-law?”

“Unfortunately…” she started, clasping her hands. “Mr. Kintyre cannot meet with you this evening.” This evening? It was after eleven p.m. Who showed up at almost midnight for a business meeting? “You can make an appointment with—” 

“He is my family,” the older man said, marching over. “I can see him whenever I want.”

“Okay,” she said, because who was she to argue with warped logic? “Then I would recommend calling him because he’s not here now.” In that exact room. That wasn’t a lie. “I’m sorry.” 

Not really. It seemed rude, in her opinion. Maybe that was the way the family worked. What kind of guy hid from his wife’s father? The guy owned a multinational, not like he’d owe the guy money.

“Where is he?”

“I’m sorry, sir—”

“Is he with Julietta?” the second guy asked, wandering their way. “I’m Reeve Crosby.” The reporter, she assumed. Why did he hate Kintyre? Maybe ‘cause he gallivanted around semi-nude with his buddies late at night. “Julietta hasn’t been in contact with her parents for a couple of days. Henri here, Mr. Ines, is very worried about his daughter’s safety.”

Ines. Julietta. Damnit. Right. Julietta Ines-Kintyre. The actress. Gorgeous… Weren’t the media always talking about her divorce? Maybe the couple were reconciling.

“I understand that. My suggestion would be calling the police,” she said, because that was the advice she’d give anyone missing a relative. “They have the resources—”

“No,” Henri Ines stated. “We don’t need that kind of publicity. The divorce has caused enough disruption.”

If the man wasn’t willing to call the cops because he wanted to save face, he wasn’t really that worried about his daughter. So either it was about power or control… maybe both.

“As I said, all I can suggest is giving Mr. Kintyre a call.”

“He should be here.”

“If he’s with Julietta…” Reeve said, “there’s more to the story.”

Could be. What did she know? That Kintyre wasn’t with Julietta, she knew that… At least he hadn’t been while in her office. Maybe the beautiful actress was the reason both men ended up in their naked predicament.

“We will wait here all night. He’ll show up eventually,” Henri said, whipping around to pace away.

Intrigue on the reporter’s face followed him. “Do you believe they’re together?”

“Please…” Lilya said before Henri could respond. “You can continue your conversation elsewhere.”

Henri spun to face her. “You can’t… How dare you… You can’t dismiss me.”

“No, but security can.” This was whatever it took territory. “You can’t remain here alone. I’m sorry. I will not take responsibility for leaving you here.”

If she was some assistant, maybe new staff, would she be so bold? Maybe not… Actually, yeah, she would. These men were strangers to her. Kintyre wasn’t expecting them. If she left them alone and something got broken or stolen, or they died in a horrible building fire, that would be on her.

“No one asked you to be here,” Henri snapped.

“I could say the same to you, sir,” she said and backed up to open the door.

The men made eye contact, obviously considering their options. What could they do?

Nothing. Getting thrown out of the building would be the kind of scandal Henri was apparently trying to avoid.

So with a huff and a tug on each of his cuffs, Henri marched out of the office. The reporter went too, his curious eye remaining on her until he passed.

Just to make sure they were really leaving, she followed them all the way to the elevator. She waited until they were inside with the doors closed before exhaling.

Job done.

Strolling back to the office, Ranby Kearns temporary office, she went in, ignoring the men still loitering there.

“What did you say to them?” Kintyre’s friend asked.

Either they’d heard the elevator or peeked, so knew the intruders were gone.

“That,” she said, retrieving her jacket, purse, and gym bag from the corner closet. “Is between me and those I evicted.” She started for the door again. “Any more screwing around tonight, you’re on your own. I’m leaving. Goodnight!”

She didn’t turn, just waved out to the side and sauntered off. Some people said working too much wasn’t good for a person. Could be true… or maybe sticking around long enough could put a person in exactly the right place at the right time.


 

 

TWO

 

 

KNEELING ON THE boardroom floor, matching files to the codes on her tablet, movement interrupted her concentration.

Someone moving actually.

The big Eclipse boss man, clothed big boss man, strode past the glass fronted boardroom, drawing the attention of many in the bullpen.

He didn’t often go anywhere alone, especially anywhere on that level. Curious, she tracked his purpose. Was he heading for the office next door? Yes. Where they’d met last night. Her boss’s office.

The cry of joy confirmed someone was home.

“Mr. Kintyre!”

Oh, she had never loved Chester’s open-door policy more.

“I was… looking for someone.” Kintyre. “Whose office is this?”

“Chester Stevenson,” her boss introduced himself.

She couldn’t see the pair but could hear her boss’s enthusiasm.

“Excuse me,” Kintyre said, and came into view again, his back to the open boardroom door.

Hmm, what was bothering the billionaire? 

She read the next file number. “Lose something, Kintyre?” she called loud enough to be heard over the susurration of the bullpen.

He whirled around just in time to see a smile tug at her lips.

“I was…” he started before striding in and closing the door. “I thought that was your office.”

“We’re a small team,” she said, retrieving the next file from the box. “Chester runs the show. He gets the office. The rest of us work where we can.”

“You were in there last night.”

“When no one else was around,” she said and teased him with another smile. “Did you come looking for me?”

“I came to thank you for last night. And for your discretion today.”

“Yeah, well,” she said, shrugging as she turned the file around. “Figure it’s never bad for a billionaire to owe me one… If things get tight, I can blackmail you into paying my rent.” His lips shifted, just a little, but that was definitely a glimmer of a smile. “Huh…” Sinking back, her shoulders loosened in curiosity. “You’re cute when you smile.” His brows rose like the compliment was unexpected, though his amusement grew. “Don’t look so surprised. Bet you hear that all the time. Your wife must tell you every day.”

“Ex-wife,” he said, coming a couple of steps closer, twisting his head to inspect her files. “What are you doing?”

“You came down here to find out what I was doing?” she asked, doubting his purpose. “Did your father-in-law get in touch?”

“He’s called and I haven’t returned.”

“Not a very good son-in-law, are you?” she asked, moving a file from one pile to the next. “He’s worried about his daughter.”

“His various voicemails clued me in on that.”

Sitting back on her heels, she couldn’t contain her interest. “And you’re not worried about her? Your wife—”

“Ex-wife,” he said, his eyes leaving her work to meet hers. “We’re divorced.”

And for some reason, that seemed important to him. Yet, that wasn’t the only thing his expression gave away. 

“You know where she is.” He said nothing but didn’t need to. She laughed. “Maybe I’ll have you pay my cellphone bill too… I love being right.”

“What were you right about?”

She took another file from the box and sought its identifier. “I don’t know your wife, but I like her already. She’s got a great sense of humor.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow.”

“You’re divorced but not done, right?” she asked, checking the file from her list before opening it to cross-reference the log. “Somehow, she got you and your buddy stripped down to your birthday suits… I bet a woman that beautiful can get a guy to do anything any time.”

“You think we were sharing her?” he asked. “That I divorced her, still sleep with her, and take my friend along for the ride?”

“What you get up to in the privacy of your marital bed…” she said, going through the motion of her checks. “Must be great, not a worry in the world, fulfilling your every fantasy… It’s almost enough to make us regular Josephines sick.”

“We’re divorced,” he said again and surprised her by crouching in front of her. “I don’t sleep with her… and I would never invite another man into bed with my wife.”

Divorced? Was that his choice or hers?

“Sorry,” she said, regretting being glib. “Divorce can’t be easy.”

“No,” he said, standing up. “How long have you been with Ranby Kearns?”

As he slipped his hands into his pockets and glanced around, she stopped reading. “Is this a job interview?” His attention came back. “You have better things to do in the middle of the day than hang around with me. Are you building up to something? Worried I’ll tell someone about last night? I won’t. You don’t have to worry. Your business is your business.” 

“No,” he said and cleared his throat. “I came down to thank you for your discretion… and to find out if I could return the favor.”

“What favor?”

“Is there anything you need? Anything I can do for you?”

Like quid pro quo or was he still thinking about that settlement?

“No, I’m good.”

“Really?” he asked. “There’s nothing you want?”

“No,” she said and exhaled a laugh. “Is it really so unbelievable?”

“Yeah,” he said, pulling out a chair from the long table to sit down. “Usually when someone’s given carte blanche, they embrace it.” Leaning forward, elbows on knees, he clapped before curling his fist into his other hand. “Let me have it.”

“What?”

“Your wish list, your fantasy, come on, there must be something you want. Helicopter ride, tropical vacation… trip into space, what?”

“Nope,” she said, her butt sliding off her feet onto the floor. “I’m good.”

“You’ve got me cornered… Whatever you want, you’ll get. Personal assistant. One million in small bills.”

“A million? Is that all my silence is worth?”

“That’s the opening offer… now you counter.”

Her head dropped to the side as he sank back in the seat, his smile broad. “Are you educating me?”

“Negotiation is what I do, babe.”

“You do realize you’re negotiating with yourself. I already said I don’t want anything.”

“Everybody wants something.”

“And you think because you have money, you can make all my dreams come true?” His smile dropped. She laughed. “Relax, Mr. Money Bags, there’s nothing I want that you can pay for.”

“That’s an intriguing way to put it.”

“Thanks,” she said, returning to her work.

“That means there’s something you want, something money can’t buy.”

“Most things worth having can’t be bought,” she said.

“Enlighten me.”

Drawing in a breath, she tipped her head back, shaking wisps of hair from her face. “You haven’t got where you are by being dumb. Are you so shallow?”

“Sizing you up.”

“Because you think I’m driven by money?” She opened her arms. “Look at me on the floor, up to my elbows in paperwork. Do I look like money’s my priority? Compared to what really matters, money’s easy to amass.”

“Now I really am intrigued.”

And he looked it. Wasn’t it hilarious that she had the rapt attention of a man with twenty more important places to be?

“Does your wife like it when you interrogate other women?”

“Ex-wife,” he said on a light laugh. “You enjoy bringing her up.”

“Because you enjoy correcting me. You really want me to know you’re divorced, don’t you?”

“Maybe I do.”

And if they didn’t stop smiling at each other, someone was bound to walk by and notice. Yes, he was in the chair with his back to the internal glass wall, but if someone got close enough…

“Only one thing you can do to prove it.”

“And what’s that?” he asked.

“Take me to dinner.”

His smile dropped. “What?”

“Tomorrow night,” she said. “Wherever you want.”

He gripped the arms of the chair, pushing himself back then swaying forward, his humor gone in the face of new tension. “Oh, uh, that’s a tempting offer, but I… it wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Okay,” she said, picking up her stack of files to drop them back into the box. “No worries.”

She put her tablet on top and picked up the box as she stood. 

He leaped to his feet too. “It’s not that I… I’m flattered you would ask.”

“It’s okay,” she said, laying a hand on his arm. “Was just an idea.” She offered a comforting smile because the poor guy was beyond uncomfortable. “I have to get back to work.”

Leaving him in the office, she headed for the executive file room. Kintyre was an interesting character, fun, if sort of a contradiction. He sure made the day more interesting.


 

 

THREE

 

 

SORTING THROUGH BOXES, organizing schedules, delegating workload. These things were all part of her everyday life. She didn’t need Chester sending frantic emails insisting everyone get to the conference room immediately. Delays were frustrating, especially when she got herself in a groove.

Chester was a levelheaded guy. Most of the time. Unfortunately, he was prone to spells of manic panic. That was why he relied on her. In those moments, it was her responsibility to snap him out of it. He didn’t usually call all their colleagues to come watch.

Everyone else was there and seated when she arrived. All except Chester, who was standing at the head of the room.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Sit down. Sit down.”

Walking down the room, she aimed for the closest empty chair. “Why do I need to—”

“Mr. Kintyre!” Chester exclaimed.

Whipping around, she saw her boss shaking Kintyre’s hand. Behind the latter was another man in a suit. The one from two nights ago.

“Thank you,” Kintyre said, stepping aside to present his friend. His colleague? Obviously both. Maybe more since their hobby was getting naked together. “Javier Perez, VP, and senior advisor.”

“Yes,” Chester said, shaking his hand. “It’s a pleasure.”

“Hello,” Kintyre said, coming to stand behind the chair at the head of the table. The chair he’d sat in the previous day when they’d talked alone. “Ranby Kearns.” He scanned the faces around the room. “I apologize we haven’t given you a better welcome.” His gaze stopped on her. “Would you like to sit down?”

“Maybe,” she said. “You’re not sitting.”

“Manners dictate I shouldn’t until all the ladies do.”

Somehow, she doubted etiquette was his concern. Still, she pulled out the chair and swerved around the arm to sit.

Even when she was down, he stayed on his feet. Ergo point proven.

“My friend and I are here to remedy our error. While you’re here, you’re a valuable part of the Eclipse team.”

Actually, they weren’t. Their role involved remaining neutral. Impartial. They couldn’t make assumptions and had to keep an open mind without being swayed by anything… or anyone.

Javier approached his friend’s side, his gait loose. “We have a welcome dinner planned for tomorrow night. Cars will come to your hotel to pick you up.”

“Limos?” Isha asked.

“Sure,” Javier said, raising an arm. “Champagne, caviar, private dining, the works.”

Excitement shimmered around the table. For some reason, her eyes drifted to Kintyre’s. His were on her.

What was that smile? What was he thinking? Her focus narrowed. Why was it like he knew something she didn’t? That thought reminded her of what they both knew that the rest of the room didn’t. Those at the table anyway. And that was how they met. More accurately, what he was wearing when they met. She didn’t even mean to smile, but somehow a grin spread across her face. Almost like he read her mind, it looked like a subtle laugh left his lips. Yeah, her colleagues didn’t get it, but they did. It was a good sign that he had a sense of humor about it.

“We appreciate this effort,” Chester said, walking to Kintyre’s side, stealing his focus. “We enjoy working here. Everyone has been polite.”

“Good,” Kintyre said. “Keep a list of everyone who is rude. We’ll run them out of here, stat.”

Chester’s brow strengthened. Yeah, that was concern. Nice to know her boss wasn’t totally into the Kool-Aid.

While their business involved slipping into these billion-dollar corporations, they didn’t often get personal attention from the CEO. Did Kintyre have an ulterior motive?

“And if anyone’s open to bribes…” Javier said, slapping a hand between Chester’s shoulder blades.

“He’s kidding, Stevenson. We only violate contractual agreements in private. After which, we have plausible deniability.”

Everyone else laughed, everyone except her and Chester. Her boss’s cogs were definitely turning.

“If there’s anything we at Eclipse can do for you at Ranby Kearns, we will deliver. Just reach out.”

Javier switched to put a hand on Kintyre’s shoulder. “And now we have to go upstairs and make the big decisions.”

Her eyes met Kintyre’s again. His friend gave him a tug that didn’t do much to move him. Next time he tried harder, forcing Kintyre to go. Still, his eyes lingered. For a guy who’d refused a date with her, he sure was interested. What was up with that?


 

 

FOUR

 

 

DECIDING WHAT TO wear to dinner had never been more difficult. It was a work event. She didn’t have to go sexy. Smart casual. Evening smart casual. Evening sexy, smart casual? No. They were in LA. Sexy had a different meaning there. Women went for morning coffee in bikini tops and hot pants… Lycra hot pants, so, yeah, different definition.

She went with smart, sophisticated. Nothing too revealing. Square neck, knee length, respectable.

Taking so long to choose meant putting her earrings in and shoes on at the same time.

The phone was ringing and that meant it was time to go.

The cars were a nice touch lapped up by her colleagues. Some people were easily dazzled. She wasn’t one of them. Beauty was in the eye of the beholder… and she’d beheld too many big buck gestures.

Getting to the restaurant took longer than expected. Or it would except she had no idea where they were going.

Everyone got out into the bustling LA air to be greeted by a host in a slick suit. She was at the back of the pack, so couldn’t hear much of what he was saying as he guided their disorganized group inside.

As they passed the empty maître d’ stand and her colleagues rounded the wall of plants concealing the dining room, someone caught her arm. A quiet gasp passed her lips as she turned to see a young man holding onto her.

“Miss, would you come with me?”

Both odd and rude, his gesture was perplexing. “No,” she said, tugging her arm back. “I don’t think I will.”

“Mr. Kintyre would like a moment alone.”

Was that what he did to get a woman’s attention? Sent college kids to grab and divert them?

“Where is he?” she asked. “Isn’t he coming to this dinner?”

“Alone,” the kid said again. “Please.”

Her colleagues disappeared around the plant wall without looking back. The fancy restaurant, the VIP treatment, they wouldn’t be searching for anyone while the circus kept them busy.

“Okay,” she said. 

If for no other reason than curiosity, she wanted to know what drove Kintyre. The young man took her through a side door, down a corridor and out a discreet exit to an alley. Hmm, the car parked there was an upgrade from the one she’d got out of on the street a moment ago. 

Her guide went over to open the back door and gestured her inside. If the plan was to whisk her away somewhere, her colleagues may notice her prolonged disappearance. Still, intrigue compelled her on. 

Kintyre sat inside. Alone. Pouring champagne. Smooth. Probably practiced. She slid in and the door closed behind her.

“Thank you for joining me,” he said, offering her a flute.

“What am I doing here?” she asked, taking the glass with no intention of drinking. “I thought we were having dinner.”

“We will have dinner.”

“There are twenty people waiting inside for you.”

His smile warmed. “More than that. Javi’s keeping them busy.” 

“Why?”

“So I can explain… and ask you to dinner.”

Shifting closer and to the edge of her seat, she didn’t like being confused. “I’m here,” she said, putting the flute down on the bar beyond him. “We’re having dinner.”

“This is a smokescreen dinner,” he said, which didn’t enlighten her any. “I want us to have dinner. Together. Alone.” Her female intuition tingled. “At my place. Tomorrow night.”

“That’s it?” she asked, folding her arms.

He frowned. “You’re not interested? You asked me to dinner. You asked me first.”

“I asked you to ask me,” she said. “And I meant actual dinner. In a safe, public place. It wasn’t code for a booty call. Guess it’s true, you can’t buy class.”

On its way to the door handle, his hand intercepted hers. “This isn’t that,” he said with enough sincerity to intrigue her. 

A couple of silent seconds went by.

“Okay, well, enjoy your sleaze-fest—”

“Please…” He paused until she raised a brow. “It’s been a long time since I did this… Jules is the only woman I’ve dated in half a decade.”

She softened, just a little. “You and your wife separated two years ago, didn’t you? You must have dipped your toe in since then?”

“Not once.”

A guy like him had to get offers all the time. He had to be around a bunch of hot, successful women too. Being single again, why wouldn’t he play the field?

“Are you still in love with her?”

“In love with…?”

“Your wife,” she said. “I’ll admit I didn’t follow your relationship in the media. Did she end it?”

“Jules and I are done. Completely. I have no doubts or regrets about that, and I am not in love with her.”

“Then I don’t get it… You must still sleep with her.” 

Her certainty bred his half smirk. “Not since before I filed two years ago.”

She blinked. “But that would mean…”

He laughed. “Yeah, I’m rusty. I’d appreciate it if you’d cut me some slack.”

“I can do that,” she said. “Is that why you said no in the boardroom? When I brought up dinner? It’s your reflex to reject women?”

“There hasn’t been a woman I’ve… Yes, when you’re married, you get used to being with one person. The divorce was… difficult. Coming out the other side of it hasn’t been easy either.”

No, it never was. Just because he’d been the filer didn’t mean he’d done it lightly or that he wasn’t sad to see the end of his marriage.

“You shouldn’t rush into anything,” she said, withdrawing her hand from his. “I’m sorry I brought it up. Like I said, it was just a thought.”

“One that took me a second to catch up with,” he said, taking her hand again. “I’d love to have dinner with you… It would be an honor. We just have to be discreet.”

“Discreet?” Why was that tingle bugging her again? His request didn’t seem to be code for something else. To be sure, she chose to be clear. “I’m not interested in coming over to your place to get naked with you. You’re hot, but I’m not that type. Sorry.”

A snicker joined his smile. “Don’t apologize. That’s not what I’m asking.”

“What are you asking?”

“That you be ready tomorrow night, at eight, for me to send a car for you. Get in it. It will bring you to my place… Actually, my friend’s place. I’m staying with him, but we’ll get into that another time. We’ll have dinner. Talk. You can leave any time you choose. Fully clothed.”

Damn straight. “This dinner tonight is a smokescreen.” That was what he’d said. “You’re using it to get to me.”

“Yes.”

Flattering. It shouldn’t be, but it was. “My colleagues—”

“Are not being abused. They will get everything they desire. We’ll have a meal, socialize, I will greet those from Ranby Kearns as I should have when you first arrived.”

Her head tilted. “I know you and your buddy joked about bribes, but you know we can’t—”

“Relax,” he said, threading his fingers deeper between hers. “There’s nothing sinister going on here. I’m just a guy asking you out on a date.”

“But you didn’t do it at work. You didn’t do it in public. You said discreet, but you meant secret.”

“Yes.”

Honest, but intriguing. “I can’t tell anyone about this.”

“No.”

“Because?”

He waited a beat. “Because if the world finds out, I lose half my business.”

Now that was a reason. Losing half a multibillion-dollar multinational would be damn careless of him. 

“Why take that risk?” she asked, processing the shock.

He leaned closer. “I have a feeling you’ll be worth it.”

“How can you be so su—”

His mouth caught hers, silencing their words. She hadn’t expected the advance but welcomed it… maybe a little too much. Warm, slick, certain, this was a confident man. A determined and confident man. He kissed her like he’d known exactly what it would feel like, as though he’d done it a dozen times before. Was the gentle dive of his tongue trying to tell her something? Trying to clue her in on the secret only it knew?

Lost in her attempts to decipher the meaning behind the growing glow in her belly, she was still caught up when he drew back.

“If you’re not as sure, say no,” he murmured, touching the hair by her cheek. “I’ll take it like a man.”

“Eight o’clock,” she said, licking her lips. “I’ll be ready.”

As to how she’d get through a meal with him and her colleagues, that was going to be its own kind of torment. Kintyre had come into her life unexpectedly, but it was for a reason. To feel the way it did, there had to be a reason… right?
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ON FRIDAY NIGHT, everything went according to plan. 

The car picked her up around the back of the hotel. Different to the main entrance pick up for their known-about meal the previous night. Clandestine was the theme of the evening and she hadn’t even gotten anywhere yet.

“What am I doing?” she murmured to herself as the car drove through broad wooden gates. 

The house was impeccable. Glass and concrete, the gleaming white driveway reflected the shining headlights back on themselves. 

His friend’s house. He’d said they would eat at his friend’s place. Did that mean his friend would be there? How could the date be a secret if they were dining with his friend? Was that friend Javier? At least they had history too.

The car stopped. Rather than wait for the driver to come around and open the door, she slid out and went to the front door. Glass, shadowy beyond, the house looked dark. Were they in the right place?

Just at that, light flickered on within, startling her.

Kintyre appeared from behind floating stairs to cross the warm wood floor, a smile on his face. 

He opened the door. “Thought you got lost.”      

“Am I late?”

The moment she got the call that the car had arrived at the hotel, she’d gone downstairs to get in it. How could he think she was late?

He extended an arm to gesture inside, sort of herding her in without touching her. “No,” he said. “I was just eager to see you.”

As he moved in behind her, she shed her bolero jacket, more interested in what lay ahead than where he put her attire. 

“Is your friend here?” she asked when he started across the foyer past the stairs.

“Knox?” he asked, passing a partition wall to enter an immaculate living room. “No, he’s in the Bahamas, I think.”

“But we’re in his house?”

They carried on out the open pocket doors to a covered lanai area with couches, a central, real flame fire, and a bar. The vast pool beyond was lit, giving their intimacy a luxe touch.

“I’ve been staying with Knox since I left Jules in my place. He’s never here and doesn’t care.”

“Does he know you bring women back here?”

“Woman,” he said, opening a hand to the couch. “Would you like to sit down? What can I get you to drink?”

She sat on the edge of the couch closest to the house. “Peach schnapps and cranberry juice,” she said, pleased to surprise him. “And if it’s a special occasion, I like Sex on the Beach.”

That made not only his brows rise, but his lips curl too. “I’ll remember that.”

She laughed. “It’s schnapps, cranberry juice, and orange juice.”

Behind the bar, he spread his hands to rest his weight on them as he leaned in her direction. “You drink weaker alcohol on special occasions?”

“I have more drinks on special occasions, so, yes… Seems smart to me.”

“When you put it like that…”

Music drifted out from somewhere inside. Low volume, she couldn’t figure out what it was. Something wasn’t sitting right. Gorgeous guy mixing drinks behind the bar. Mood lighting. Beautiful setting. What was she missing?

Maybe it was his semi-confession in the back of the car. “What you said last night… about losing half your business… that was a joke, right?”

“No,” he said, concentrating on what he was doing. “Unfortunately, not.”

She didn’t get it. “If someone found out about this meeting, you would lose half of Eclipse? How does that work?”

“It’s in the terms of my divorce,” he said, picking up two glasses to come around and join her on the couch. After putting her glass in her hand, he raised his. “To new friends.”

Instead of reciprocating, she put her glass on the low table that surrounded the fireplace and looked him in the eye. “Please explain it to me.”

“You don’t want to ease in?”

“I don’t want to be an accessory to anything illegal.”

He laughed and sipped what appeared to be bourbon or Scotch or some kind of hard liquor. “It’s not illegal.” 

He sank into the corner of the couch, raising his ankle to the opposite knee. His feet were bare, his blue jeans loose. The casual get-up was no less striking than Zachary Kintyre in the boardroom. If anything, this gray tee-shirt clad guy was more enticing. Bearing witness to laid-back Zach was intimate, special, privileged almost. 

“So what is it?”

“Jules is an actress,” he said. Something she knew. “Image is everything in her game. It’s something she thinks a lot about… has entire teams working to maintain.” Still clueless, she just shook her head. “Reaching a settlement was a pain in the ass. Even with the prenup. It dragged on and on. She’s not interested in Eclipse, and it was mostly protected in the prenup.” He exhaled. “You sure you want to talk about this?”

“I do if you expect this to go anywhere,” she said. “I don’t want to be responsible for you losing anything. Especially a company you’ve spent so long building.”

“It comes down to this. Eclipse is mine. Wholly and completely. Providing I maintain a transition period of… discretion.”

Was she just being stupid? “What does that mean?” 

As he licked his lips, he snickered. “It means I stay single. Grieve the relationship. Show respect for the wife who puts so much into tailoring what others think of her.”

“You’re not allowed to be with anyone else?”

“Publicly.”

“For how long?”

“A year. Twelve calendar months.” Her mouth opened in shock. “I’m eight months in.”

The irony wasn’t lost on her. “You have four months left?”

“Yes. Sixteen weeks, four days. Ends September first.”

She breathed out a laugh. “Ranby Kearns are on a five-month contract.” That ended August twenty-ninth, almost exactly when his chains came off. “Talk about a missed opportunity.” She slid forward on the couch. “I guess there’s no point—”

“It doesn’t prohibit me from seeing anyone,” he said, putting his glass down next to hers. “We’re doing nothing wrong.”

“You think it’s okay to keep this a secret?”

“I know it is,” he said. “I pay my lawyer a lot of money to protect my rights. It’s my right to live my life how I want to live it. So long as no one learns of our relationship in the next four months, we can do whatever we like together.”

“And then what?” she asked. “I live in New York.”

He frowned. “I thought Ranby Kearns was based in Boston.”

“It is,” she said. “But I don’t work there.” Anymore. “To be honest, it doesn’t matter where I live. My job entails traveling all over the country… Sometimes the world.”

“Right,” he said. “So even if you were seeing a guy in New York, he’d still have to understand what you do… you wouldn’t always be in Manhattan. Is that where you live?”

“Yes,” she said, acknowledging his point. “Keeping it secret makes it feel like we’re doing something wrong.”

“We can talk to Javi about it. He’s listed as a confidante.”

“And a man I barely know,” she said without missing the pun in that. “My work involves me examining yours.”

“Yes,” he said. His head tilted. “Do you need to declare your relationship within a client organization to your superior?”

“No. Others do, but I’m trusted.”

“Do you have a personal relationship with Chester Stevenson?”

A frown lowered her brow. “With Chester?” she asked, struck by something else. Oh… “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

Innocence colored his widened eyes. “Should I?” As if the situation wasn’t already complicated enough, her ties were only going to tangle their web further. “Javi said they call you ‘Lil.’”
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