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Sylvia Elaine Gates knew two things for sure. She had a thriving design business and enough money in her account to pay for the forty thousand dollars’ worth of Christmas decorations she needed to create a winter wonderland at Ella Kaye’s house. The local actress had commissioned SG Designs to decorate her house for the holidays. Despite the argument she and her partner, Amanda West, had had about all of the holiday jobs they’d committed to, Sylvie had added this one because she loved Ella Kaye’s style. The fact that her favorite actress noticed her work and wanted her to design her holiday theme left her beyond proud. 

Amanda had called her selfish and told her that overextending the company with all of these decorating jobs was more about ego than the company’s expansion. 

And expanding the company had been another argument the women were having on a daily basis. With their headquarters now in Atlanta, Sylvie wanted to open an office in New Orleans, her hometown, and dedicate it to the memory of her father. She knew of a couple of designers in the Big Easy who would be happy to work for her. Amanda thought the move was so that she could show people who doubted her how successful she was. 

Standing in the middle of a shop, holding a declined bank card, made her feel like anything but a success. 

“Can you try it again?” she whispered to the clerk.

“Sure. We have been having issues with the system today.” The clerk smiled and Sylvie felt as if she had said that just to spare her feelings. 

Sylvie held her breath, hoping the card would go through this time. But when her phone vibrated in her pocket, she’d gotten her answer as to why she was having these issues. 

Pulling the phone out, she read Amanda’s text message. 

I’ve decided to end our partnership and I’ve taken my investment from the corporate account. Good luck in your future endeavors. 

“Fucking bitch!” Sylvie exclaimed, then placed her hand over her mouth when the clerk eyed her with extra attitude. Sylvie held up her hand. “That was not directed at you.” She reached into her purse and pulled out her personal credit card. “Just put it on here.” 

“Is it going to work?” 

Now Sylvie could understand little sister getting tired of running a card with no money on it, but could she put a little bit of respect out there? “Yes, it will.” Of course, once this purchase went through, she was going to be in more debt than she wanted to think about. Closing her eyes, she imagined wrapping her hands around Amanda’s throat and squeezing until she lost her breath for about three minutes. She didn’t want to kill her, just make her as uncomfortable as she felt right now.

“Thank you, Miss Gates,” the clerk said as she handed Sylvie her credit card back. 

Sylvie nodded and waited for a couple of workers to load her items in the SGD van. She put on a brave face as she drove to Ella’s, but in the back of her mind, all she could think about were the fifteen projects that she and Amanda had on the schedule. 

It was way too late to call people and cancel. She would be ruined. In Atlanta, reputation is everything. And the way people love to spill tea, the first time Sylvie canceled a job, everyone would know. 

Then there was her career-making project, the remodel of Jordan Industries—the premiere African American cosmetics company. The business was going to be featured in a few national magazines, and the owners wanted to update the company’s image. When she’d gotten the call from the CEO’s assistant, she was floored. Growing up, Saturday mornings meant going to the mall and getting the latest Yvonne red lipstick. According to her mother, every woman should have the perfect tube of red lipstick. Obviously, her father agreed. Because when her mother painted her lips with a Jordan cosmetics product, her father always smiled. And later on in the evening, Sylvie always heard what she called kissy noises. 

Working for JI would give her a chance to find out something she’d been wondering about for years. What happened to the Yvonne red lipstick?

Erik Jordan wished he could hide out in the lab down on the bottom floor of Jordan Industries; instead he was walking into a meeting with the board of directors, tasked with explaining the unexplainable—the arrest of his father, the founder of the company. Simon Jordan had been stealing from the company for years. Had he not been pushing the sale of Jordan Industries so hard, Erik may have never discovered his dad’s wrongdoing. The last thing Erik wanted was to see someone else run the company. It had always been a source of pride to be a member of the family who made women of color look more beautiful. When he found out the chemistry that went into creating makeup, he dove in feetfirst. Though he wasn’t an artist like his little brother, Logan, Erik knew he created masterpieces. 

Times had changed and there were now multiple companies catering to black women when it came to makeup. Many times Erik and Simon bumped heads about Jordan Industries being behind the times. His father felt as if the company could just rest on its history, but Erik knew enough about marketing and social media to know that wasn’t going to work. People were beginning call their cosmetics “grandma makeup.” 

Last year, though, Erik designed a line that brought the company into the twenty-first century. It had been one of the most profitable lines in recent history. When he’d approached his father about doing another line similar to that one, as well as some skin-care products, Simon said the money wasn’t there. Erik didn’t believe it, and as a board member, he started looking into the financial health of the company. 

When he found two sets of books and unexplained losses, he took the information to the board. Once the investigation started, Simon called his son a traitor and told him they’d never be able to prove a thing. Erik had been smart enough to install cameras in his father’s office and caught him trying to destroy evidence two nights ago. 

By the grace of God, Simon’s arrest hadn’t made headlines yet, but it was only a matter of time before the scandal was picked up by the media. 

Heading into the building, Erik ignored the whispers about his father’s arrest. When the receptionist stopped him, Erik sighed. “Yes, Diane?”

“The board is in the main conference room.” She flipped her blond weave. “Now, I have a question.”

He eyed her and counted to five in his head. “What is it?”

“Are we going to shut down now that Mr. Jordan is in jail?”

“Tell everybody to calm down. We’re not shutting down, because one person doesn’t make this company.”

“Why do you think I’m—”

“Let’s not go there, okay.”

Diane grinned. Her reputation as an office gossip was well earned. Erik winked and smiled at her, then headed to the conference room, ready to pay for the sins of his father.

Standing outside the room, he gripped the door handle and counted to ten. He was going to miss working for JI. But he was sure the last thing the board wanted was a Jordan anywhere near the company. 

The board actually applauded when Erik walked in to the conference room. 

Chairman of the board, Jack Taylor, stood up and walked over to Erik. “Took some balls to stand up against your father and do the right thing.”

Erik shrugged. “I did what was right for the company. This is bigger than my father and my family.” He pointed around the room. “All of you and our stockholders deserve better.”

Louise Parker cleared her throat. “What you did had to have been hard. Even if it was the proper thing to do. But we need people in leadership positions who will make hard choices when those are the only choices to make. We’re going to be in that position real soon.”

“And people we can trust to restore our financial health.” Jack held up a copy of the true financial state of the company. “We don’t want to sell, but if we can’t turn things around, then we won’t have much of a choice.”

Erik gritted his teeth. Despite all their praise for him turning Simon in, he knew the next thing was probably going to be these people asking for his resignation. “When we start our national search for a new CEO, we need to make sure our new CEO is financially responsible and—”

“And we know you will be.” Jack smiled. “Erik, you have what it takes to save this company.” 

“I make the products. I’m not—” 

Graham Shaw raised his hand. “Jordans built this company, and to keep up appearances, we need a Jordan at the helm or our only choice will be to sell. Erik, not trying to pressure you, but when the truth comes out about your father, we’re going to need some good PR.” 

Erik knew Shaw was right. But he hadn’t wanted to be the man in charge. All he wanted to do was save the company and keep creating products that women loved. CEO? But if he had to do it to keep the company from being sold, then he would. 

“We’ll make the announcement on the second of January. New Year, new direction,” Jack said with a nod.

“We haven’t voted yet or officially removed our current CEO.” Erik folded his arms across his broad chest. 

“Erik, if we have any chance of saving this company, you are going to have to spearhead the charge. We took a straw vote and you’re in.” Jack leaned back on his heels. “Think about a new future, a new era for Jordan Industries.”

Erik sighed. He’d expected that he’d be giving his resignation, but he’d been promoted. Now he just had to figure out how he was going to save the company and his family. 

Over the next two weeks, Erik realized that his PR team was underpaid. There had only been one news brief about Simon’s arrest. Granted, it was the holiday season and good news ruled the airwaves.

But there would be no merry Christmas for the Jordan family. When Erik finally spoke to his mother, she told him in no uncertain terms that neither he nor Logan were welcome in the house for the holiday.

“You’ve betrayed your father for a taste of power.”

“Dad brought this on himself.” 

“You always thought you knew everything, son. I hope you know this little coup of yours won’t stand.” And with that she ended the call. 

Seconds later, Logan called. “You talked to our mother?”


“Yeah. I’m a bastard and not welcome for Christmas.”

“Good, come to Paris. I have a show and Olivia’s coming . . .”



“Not a third wheel. Besides, this banishment will give me a chance to figure out how to bring the company back from the brink of destruction.”

“Ah, you’re going to be that guy.”

“What guy is that?”

“Mr. All Work, All the Time.”

“I don’t think so, but I can’t ignore the fucked-up situation Dad left the company in.” 

“Rome wasn’t built on Christmas Day.”

“Well, this ain’t Rome.”

“All right, I’ll give you Christmas, but I’m hosting a New Year’s Eve gala in Atlanta and you have to be there or I’m going to kick your workaholic ass.”

Erik sighed. “First of all, you got one more time to threaten me. What’s up with all the parties, though?”

“Because life is a celebration. And I’m going to ask Olivia to marry me.”

Erik grunted. He hadn’t been a party boy for years. There was a time when he’d been photographed with some of the most beautiful women in the world and hunted supermodels for sport. Of course, it was all in fun and consensual. Erik loved photo shoots where he’d get to see his products on the most beautiful women in the world.

Some of them ended up smearing their makeup all over his thousand-thread-count Egyptian-cotton sheets.

For the most part, Erik had been satisfied with loving them and leaving them. No hurt feelings, no stalker chicks in the background. He even had a girl call him the real MVP once—most valuable penis. Not that he was looking to settle down and get married anytime soon; Erik was starting to enjoy the quiet life and the booty call on his terms.

Logan, on the other hand, was head over heels in love with this girlfriend and muse, Olivia Brown. Erik wasn’t big on romance, but Olivia and Logan were the kind of couple who inspired rom-com movies. If anyone had a soul mate, it was Logan. He and Olivia fit perfectly. 

Erik didn’t see himself connecting with someone on that level. Love was more work than he planned to put in for something that might not last. “I’ll be there, only because you’re surprising Liv.”

“I guess I’ll accept that. And maybe Mom will come around when she realizes how wrong Dad is.”

Erik didn’t want to say it out loud, but what if their mother was involved too? “Maybe,” he said after a beat.

Logan muttered something in French and then told Erik he had to go. Closing his eyes, Erik knew things would get a whole lot worse before they got better.
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Ten! 

Sylvia hated the countdown to a New Year. Especially in a crowd of couples. Everybody would be kissing in nine seconds and she was standing there with her third glass of champagne. Sylvie didn’t even like champagne, but as the room celebrated the engagement of her best friend, Olivia Brown, and her man, LJ, she had to drink the swill. The ballroom was buzzing with excitement, though. Everyone wanted a look at Olivia’s ring and the portrait LJ, a renowned artist who’d just finished a family portrait for the former first family, had painted of his future wife. It was beautiful. The night was romantic. Sylvie was bored. 

Glancing around the room, she locked eyes with the only other guy who looked as though he wanted to be anywhere but there.

Nine!

That man is fine! she thought as she set her empty glass on the edge of a table. Maybe she was tipsy and that’s why she started walking toward Mr. Sex Appeal.

Eight!

Sylvie heard the voice of reason telling her to stop, pump her breaks, and don’t head over to this stranger. It wasn’t as if she had a right to expect a midnight kiss from him. But her feet wouldn’t stop, especially when their eyes met.

His golden-brown eyes reminded her of warm honey, and his slow once-over heated her body like a rocket ready to explode. Maybe he wanted this kiss as much as she needed it.

Seven! 

His lips were delectable looking. Full. Thick. Hopefully they were as soft as they looked from across the room. But he wasn’t across the room anymore. She was just a few more steps away from him. She grabbed another glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray and kept walking. 

Six! 

It was now or never. She could turn back or take two more steps. Sylvie thought about the year she’d had. Her business partner had left her high and dry, forcing Sylvie to have to finish fifteen decorating jobs alone. Though she’d gotten the work done, made a great name for herself and lined up some exclusive clients, including Jordan Industries, one of the largest cosmetic companies in the Southeast, she was tired and needed a release. 

Five! 

At least she could pretend she was there to share a toast with him if the kiss thing didn’t work out.

Four! 

She was standing in front of him. “Hi.”

“Hello, beautiful,” he replied. His voice was just as sexy as he was. Deep. Low. Hypnotic.

“Happy New Year.” Sylvie held out the glass of champagne to him. Their fingers touched as he took the glass from her hand.

“Thanks for the drink. Maybe I should’ve thought of bringing you one earlier.”

“Well, it seems as if we’re the only people who came without dates tonight.”

“And that’s a good thing. Stealing you away from another man wouldn’t have been a great way to start the New Year.”

“Trust and believe, I can’t be stolen.”

“Is that so?”

She slapped her hand on her shapely hip. “Do I look like a piece of property?”

Three! 

“You look beautiful, actually. The prettiest woman in the room.” 

Sylvie’s cheeks heated, but she reminded herself to be cool. “Where’s your date tonight?”

“I just met her. I’m Erik, by the way.” 

“Sylvie.” 

Two!

Erik’s eyes drank in the curvaceous Sylvie. Long legs, thick thighs that he wanted wrapped around his waist. Then his stare fell on her lips. Full. Kissable and painted his favorite color—red. She ran her tongue across her bottom lip and his dick stood at attention.

Erik noticed Sylvie when she’d walked into the ballroom. His plan had been to skip the party, but Logan, his younger brother, told him about his plan to propose to his lovely girlfriend. As much as Erik wanted Logan to be a part of the company as more than just a board member, he supported and applauded this brother’s artistic endeavors. Logan made a name for himself with his murals and gallery shows. Erik knew Logan was going to Paris after the board meeting. He knew his brother was going to be just fine; he wasn’t so sure about the company. 

Happy New Year! 

Balloons fell around Sylvie and Erik as the chords of Auld Lang Syne began playing. Sylvie took one step closer to Erik and brought her hand to his cheek. Their lips touched gently, then Sylvie went in for a real kiss.

Erik was taken aback by the sweet forcefulness of her kiss. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer to his body. Her tongue danced with his, tango, lambada, and disco. She stroked the back of his neck. Erik moaned as she pressed her body against his and their kiss deepened. 

His body responded to her sensual kiss, his erection pressed against her thighs, and she didn’t seem to mind at all. Did she just thrust her hips into his?

Yes. She. Did. Erik cupped her behind and it was soft. Very soft. Squeezing her cheeks, he thought about holding her ass tight while they were naked. 

Their lips parted and her bright red lipstick was smeared across her beautiful mouth. “Want to get out of here?” 

Sylvie nodded. He wrapped his arm around her waist and led her to his Maserati. 

Sylvie watched this man with a lustful gaze. He moved with the confidence of a panther, stalking his prey. His tailored shirt didn’t hide his broad shoulders and muscular arms. In fact, that white shirt seemed to make him look more appealing. Like a meal from a fine restaurant that she wanted to slowly devour. Sylvia licked her bottom lip. What in the hell was she doing? She didn’t know this man from Adam’s alley cat. But good lord, those lips. She’d heard of being kissed senseless, but she’d never felt it until now. And maybe that was why she’d climbed into this Gran Turismo with a man whose last name she didn’t even know. 

She watched him as he slid into the driver’s seat. This car seemed to mold to his body. She wanted to be embraced by his amazing body, lips pressed against his and him buried deep inside her love-starved body. But wait. Would it be worth it? Suppose he was all talk and very little action? 

Sylvie turned her head away from Erik. 

“Second thoughts?”

“Not at all.” She faced him as she nibbled on her bottom lip. He placed his hot hand on her thigh, stroking her gently. Then he shifted the car into gear and took off like a bullet. The way he handled the car, she wondered if he would ride her curves the same way. This clearly wasn’t going to be a waste of time. 

Tonight, she could be wild and free because tomorrow she’d never see him again. 

Erik parked his car and struggled to keep his hormones under control as he looked at Sylvie’s thighs. Her dress had risen above her knees as they pulled into the parking deck. He wanted to drive between those thighs, wanted to see if she was as sweet down there as her mouth was.

“What?” she asked when they locked eyes. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“Just wondering how sweet you are all over.”

He leaned over and popped the seat back. “And I have no patience. I need to know now.”

“Really?”

Erik’s answer was to slide her dress up and slip his hands between her thighs. She was wearing thigh-high stockings with the lace tops that he loved. And she wasn’t wearing any panties.

“Damn,” he whispered as he stroked her wet slit. “Beautiful yoni.”

“Mmm,” she moaned as he continued to stroke her. Sylvie’s hips followed his rhythm as he pressed in and out of her. Pulling his finger from her honey pot, Erik licked his finger. She was so sweet. 

“Just as delicious as I thought you would be.” 

“Your hands are magical, but I need more.” 

“Let me give you what you need and get everything I want.”

“And what about what I want?”

“You’re going to get everything you want.” Smiling, Erik opened the driver’s-side door and crossed over to Sylvie’s side of the car. “Before we go inside, I need another sample.” He opened the door and spread her legs. Erik silently thanked the universe again for her being panty-less as his tongue lashed her throbbing pearl. Sylvie cried out in pleasure as he licked and sucked. Her thighs trembled as she felt herself about to come. And just when he saw she was about to explode, Erik stopped.

“Really?” she purred. “You’re just going to crank me up and leave me like this?”

Erik winked at her. “Sorry, not sorry.” 

Sylvia took his hand and got out of the car. Soft. Her hands were smooth like silk. Erik wanted her hands roaming his body, finding his hot spots and giving him pleasure.

She pressed her body against his as they stood in the parking lot. “I’m going to make you pay.” She brushed her lips against his, as Erik gripped her hips.

“You’re making it hard for me to move.” 

“Payback is a mother.” 

He scooped her up in his arms. “Let’s go.” Erik nearly ran up to the elevator and pressed the button with vigor. Sylvie licked the side of his neck as the doors to the elevator opened. Shivering, he nearly dropped her because of the tingles running through his body.

“Stop, stop,” he moaned. 

“I told you I was going to get you back.” 

“The night is still young and I can give as good as I get.”

“We’ll see. My mother always said talk is cheap.” Sylvie winked at him. 

Once they arrived at the suite, Erik made short work of opening the door and pressing Sylvie against the wall. 

“What was that about talk being cheap?” Erik captured her mouth in a hot, wet kiss. Sylvie moaned in delight as the kiss deepened and he slid the straps of her dress down her shoulders. She pressed her hand against his chest. 

“Slow down, cowboy, we have all night.”

“Is that so?” 

She ran her tongue across his bottom lip. “All night long.” 

Erik took her hand and placed it on his waistband. Sylvie made short work of unbuttoning and unzipping his slacks. She pulled his pants down his thighs. His boxer briefs did little to hide his growing desire and Sylvie was happy to see that he was every inch of what she’d hoped he’d be—maybe even more.

She stroked him, making him moan with pleasure. Sylvie tugged at his boxer briefs, pulling them down, and marveled at the sight of his perfect erection. Her mouth watered as she inched closer to his crotch. Licking her lips, Sylvie ran her finger down the length of his dick. In a flash, she covered his hardness with her hot, wet mouth. Erik threw his head back as she took him deeper into her mouth. Suck. Lick. Deeper. 

Erik’s knees were weak as she licked the length of him, and then when she sucked the head of his erection, he was about to explode. Pulling back from her, he expelled a satisfied sigh.   “That mouth of yours is magical.”

“And that was just a small taste.” She rose to her feet and smiled. “Then again, there wasn’t nothing small about what was in my mouth.” 

Erik winked at her, then took her into his arms. “My turn to taste you again.” Laying her on the bed, he spread her thighs and smiled at those stockings. Erik stripped her dress off as he stroked her wetness. “You’re too sexy for words.” 

She thrust her hips forward. “Then stop talking.”

He dove between her legs, his mouth watering as he slipped a finger inside her wetness. Sylvie moaned, reminding Erik of a sexy saxophone solo. Pressing deeper, he watched her face contort in pleasure as he found her erogenous spots. Erik quickly replaced his finger with his tongue. Licking her until she exploded and his face was wet with her desire. He rose from the bed and crossed over to the door, where his pants had been discarded. Sylvie watched his every move, ogling his wonderful ass. 

After he slid the condom over his erection, he crossed over to Sylvie. She reached up, propped up on her knees, and wrapped her arms around his waist. With one hand, she rubbed his dick, making him toss his head back in delight. Erik had never been known for his patience, so he grabbed her hand and pushed her back on the bed. He lifted her legs and spread them. Sylvie’s lips curled into a smile as he rubbed the tip of his dick against her pulsating lips. “Such a tease,” she moaned as he continued to rub against her. 

“Trust me, you’re going to get it real good.” Then he thrust deep into her, taking Sylvie’s breath away. She closed her eyes and moaned, then matched him hard, stroke for stroke. Gripping his shoulders, Sylvie pulled him closer in a silent plea for him to go deeper. Erik heard what she was saying and went deeper. 

“Harder,” she moaned as she arched her back. “Harder.” 

Never one to disappointed a beautiful woman, he pounded harder and she wrapped her legs around his waist and gripped him tighter. 

“Yessss.” The word came out like a hiss before she used her lower body strength to flip him over. On top of him, Sylvie bucked and rode him like he was a wild mustang in the desert. Erik relished the delight as her hotness enveloped him. He wrapped his arms around her waist, slowing her down so he could hold back on his climax. Sylvie leaned forward and licked his bottom lip. Then she took his lip between her teeth as she ground against him. Erik pumped in and out of her until she fell against his chest and howled in delight. 

Erik knew he could finally come and he did, exploding as Sylvie bounced her ass up and down against his dick. He stroked her sweaty back and closed his eyes. 

“Wow.” 

Sylvie sighed and wiggled out of his embrace. “Those were some real fireworks.” She turned over on her side and ran her hand across his chest. “That’s the way to ring in the New Year.” 

“We’re not done, Miss Lady.” Erik grabbed her wrist and flipped her on her back. “I think we have some more fireworks to pop off.” 

Erik’s soft snore woke Sylvie, reminding her that the last few hours weren’t a sensual dream. But reality was nibbling at her conscience. She had work to do. She had to finish the designs for Jordan Industries. She’d come up with an idea she hoped they would go along with: a small museum showcasing the history of the company and her favorite lipstick. 

She always wondered why the company stopped making the Yvonne shade of lipstick. It was a bright red that her mother loved. On Saturdays, when the new shades would come out, she and Lydia would be at the mall. They’d spend the day trying on lipsticks, lip glosses, and moisturizers. 

Lydia would leave with five shades of red lipstick and something lacy. When her father would come home from work or fishing, Sylvie would be ushered out of the house for a couple hours. It wasn’t until she was older that she noticed her mother’s lipstick would be smeared and her father would have lipstick on his neck. 

Kissing was always important to Lydia. That’s why she told Sylvia that the right shade of lipstick was key to life. 

And her life was about to be taken over by this project. No matter how good it felt lying in this man’s strong arms. She. Had. To. Go. Glancing at his sleeping frame, she drank in every inch of his ebony skin, his strong chin and curly eyelashes. Then those lips. Full and soft as pillows. She started to lean in and kiss him, but if he woke up there was no way she’d leave. Her eyes traveled down to his thick thighs. Obviously this man didn’t skip leg day. Nor did he neglect his abs. Arms either. He reminded her of a superhero. He’d probably been Chadwick Boseman’s stand-in during the filming of Black Panther. 

As questions about who this man really was started to dance in her head, Sylvie knew she had to go. They shared a New Year’s kiss, some great sex, and all she had to do was leave and move on with her life. She inched out of the bed, grabbed her purse and dress. Creeping into the bathroom, she dressed quickly and quietly. 

And because she had a flair for the dramatic, Sylvie dug a tube of drugstore lipstick out of her purse and wrote a message on the mirror. With her shoes in her hand, she crept out of the room, leaving Erik sleeping like a baby. 
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Erik woke up to an empty bed. He figured his succulent date was in the bathroom. It was five after six and he was ready to make his exit. The last thing he wanted was for anyone to get confused about what was going to happen next. He had to go. The holidays were officially over and the real work was about to begin. Swinging his long legs over the edge of the bed, Erik stroked the sheets, remembering every erotic move he and Sylvie had made. Work could wait. He needed another taste of that sexy woman. 

Heading for the bathroom, he was taken aback when he didn’t hear the shower going. But the minute he saw a note scribbled on the mirror in red lipstick, Erik was floored. 

Thank you for a funky time. Happy New Year.

“You have got to be kidding me.” Who did Sylvie think she was? He was the one who reminded folks that checkout was at noon, while he was on his way out the door. Shit like this didn’t happen to Erik Jordan. 

Chuckling, he realized that he was upset about a one-night stand that had only been meaningless fun. But there was something about Sylvie No-Last-Name-Shared. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so instantly attracted to a woman. A woman who was effortlessly beautiful, sexy without trying, and obviously didn’t know who he was. Stroking his chin, he wiped away the embarrassing note on the mirror with a plush washcloth. The whole world didn’t need to know he took an L. 

A few hours and a shower later, Erik was sitting alone in the CEO office of Jordan Industries. His desk, which he was still trying to reconcile was his now, was covered with plans for the coming year, including a press release for him to approve about the change in leadership and the new direction of the company. He’d been giving it a glance when his cell phone rang. 

“This is Erik.” 

“You know you messed up last night,” Logan said with a laugh. 

“What are you talking about?”

“I saw you leave the party early, but I didn’t see which model you took with you when you left.”

“The way you and Olivia were tonguing each other down and showing off that bling, I’m surprised you noticed I was there. That portrait was amazing, by the way. I don’t understand why you and Dad didn’t work something out so that—”

“Let me stop you there and remind you that you said the key word, Dad. I’ve done everything in the world to distance myself from all that is the superficial beauty of Jordan Industries, and that man was still calling me a painter three months ago.”

Erik knew the history of his father’s disappointment in Logan’s artsy side. For Simon, if a Jordan didn’t work at the company, he wasn’t worth his weight. Though Erik had taken to the science of the cosmetics side of the business, he’d never paid attention to the numbers and day-to-day operations of the company.

It was a fucking headache. 

“Erik, are you listening to me?” Logan’s voice forced him to look up from his papers and focus on the phone call. 

“Sorry, I was catching up on some reading. What did you say?” 

“Man, you’re already letting it consume you.” Erik could hear the judgment in his brother’s voice. “Maybe allowing some of those French investors to come in and take the pressure off would be a good thing.”

“What do you know about that? Having even one percent of this company owned by someone who doesn’t care about this community or the history of this company is unacceptable.” 

“Now you’re starting to sound like Simon. How much do you think he worried about the community and family legacy when he was stealing from JI? Maybe it’s time do things a new way. You have the power to make that change.”

“And I have the power to prove Simon wrong, but keep a legacy for our future kids—your future kids.” 

“What’s that our about?” Logan chuckled. “I know damn well you didn’t fall in love with that model and now you’re thinking about a family. Or did you find out that you have a teenager in California or something?”

“Hell no. You’re the one who’s getting married, and despite what Dad did, this is our legacy.” 

Logan scoffed. “Some legacy. It’s time for you to get your own legacy and stop trying to make Dad’s dreams fit your feet.” 

“As much as I know you hate Jordan Industries, I don’t hate what it represents to so many women who have been told they’re not beautiful or that they have to conform to someone else’s idea of beauty.” Sylvie flashed in his mind. She’d been wearing the faintest amount of foundation because she wasn’t trying to hide. It wasn’t as if there had been many flaws for her to cover up. 

Wait. Why was he thinking about this woman? A woman who obviously had no problem forgetting him. She didn’t even give him the “Darling Nikki” treatment, because she didn’t leave a number at all. Thank you for a funky time, indeed. 

“Olivia and I are having a small dinner tonight with her family, and you have to represent the sane side of the Jordan clan, so get your shit together and meet us at Modele’s by seven. Be ready to get hugged to death by Mrs. B.”

“As long as there isn’t going to be one of Olivia’s cousins sitting there thinking I’m her date for the evening.”

Logan snorted. “We’ve given up matchmaking. You’re a hopeless case, and it seems you’re about to be married to your job anyway.” 

“And if you want to see me at seven, you better let me get something done in the next few hours.” 

“Don’t be late. Mrs. B is already feeling some kind of way about our family issues as it is.”

Erik sighed but didn’t tell Logan about his attempt to reach out to their mother earlier in the afternoon, only to be sent straight to voicemail. He knew she’d been screening her calls, but he didn’t know if it was because she wanted to keep the peace with their father or if she was actually on Simon’s side.

“I’ll be there.” After hanging up with his brother, Erik dove back into the reports. Then he found himself thinking about New Year’s Eve again and that kiss. That woman’s mouth was magical. And that tongue. The way she licked him like a lollypop made his knees quake just thinking about it. Too bad he’d never see her again. Now, he just needed to get his dick to realize that. 

His electronic calendar chimed, alerting him to a meeting. Erik grabbed his phone and sighed. That stupid redesign. He tossed his phone across his desk and dug out the cost report on his father’s vanity project. 

If he had his way, he’d cancel it. The last thing they needed right now was attention. But there was going to be a spread in a national magazine about the family company. JI’s amazing PR division had told him the article could be his coming-out party as the CEO of Jordan Industries, and they could use the interview as a chance to control the narrative about Simon’s arrest and why Erik was going to be the savior of the company. 

Rising to his feet and crossing the room, Erik still wasn’t sure he wanted to take this mantle. But he didn’t have much of a choice.

Olivia shook her head as she sipped her coffee and listened to Sylvia tell her story about the man she’d left the party with. 

“You are too much,” Liv said as she set her coffee mug on the table in Sylvie’s makeshift home office. “First of all, you just decided that you were going to kiss a stranger. Then you went to his hotel room and had sex with him.”

Sylvie nodded and glanced at her sketch. “I was caught up in the moment.” 

“But you left him a note on the mirror in lipstick? Why?”

She shrugged. “The moment passed. You know what these last few months have been like for me. I needed a release and he was just what the doctor ordered and more.” 

“Then why didn’t you exchange phone numbers? Get to know him and . . .” 

Sylvie threw her hand up. “Slow down. We all don’t get to find Prince Charming and travel the world with him.” 

Liv glanced down at her five-carat diamond and sapphire engagement ring. “He is charming, sweet and . . .”

“The last of his kind,” Sylvie muttered as she drew a line on her sketch of the Jordan Industries lobby. “Do you think LJ would donate a painting to my new project?” 

Olivia shook her head furiously. “Nope. He wouldn’t even sell you one.”

“Why?”

Liv sighed. “Ask him.”

Sylvie shook her head. “Sounds like drama, and you know I’m drama-averse. But I think it would make my stock shoot up like a bamboo tree!” 

Liv shook her head. “You’re really close to being someone who uses people. Logan doesn’t want anything to do with those people and I’m not mad at him.”

Sylvie looked up from her sketchbook. “Is there something I should know about these people before I cash my check and commit the next six weeks of my life to them?”

Liv sighed and took a sip of her coffee. “Logan’s last name is Jordan.”

Sylvie shrugged, and then the realization of what her friend said hit her like a ton of bricks. “As in, he’s a part of the Jordan dynasty? How could you not tell me this?”

“Have you noticed that Logan doesn’t have anything to do with his family or his last name? There’s a lot of bad blood there, and I haven’t even met his parents. It wasn’t something that I thought was important to mention.” 

Sylvie raised her right eyebrow. “And you’re cool with that?” 

Olivia nodded. “From the way he talks about his father, I think I’m dodging a bullet.”

“Then I guess you don’t know what’s going on with the company, then?”

Olivia shook her head, then picked up her coffee mug. “Logan is on the board, but he allows his brother to make all of the decisions. I meant to introduce you two last night, but I guess both of you decided to leave early. Workaholics.”

“Technically, I wasn’t working, I was working it.” Sylvie gyrated her hips as if she were a video vixen.

“Please tell me those were not the moves you put on Mr. Midnight. That man was probably happy to wake up alone.” 

Sylvie tossed a pencil at her friend. “Don’t be jealous of my boogie.” 

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Honey, I got my own moves. Logan is totally satisfied.” She glanced at her watch. “Speaking of Logan, we’re having dinner with my family. You should come.”

Sylvie shook her head. “As much as I love Mama B’s collard greens and black-eyed peas, I have to make sure my proposal and designs are on point for my meeting next week.”

“Have I told you how proud of you I am? You’re really doing the damn thing, despite everything your old partner put you through.”

“Please, don’t remind me. I wish I had three days to sleep.” Sylvie dropped down in her leather desk chair. 

“Now, don’t kill yourself trying to write your name in history.” Olivia walked over to her friend’s desk and closed Sylvie’s sketchbook. “You can take a break.” 

“This is a make-or-break moment for me. Failure isn’t an option.”

“And dying to prove the world wrong isn’t an option either. Get some rest and call your mother.”

“She and Vernon are spending the rest of the holidays in Alaska on a cruise. Who does that?” Sylvia laughed. “When I think of a cruise, I want sun and sandy beaches. She and Stepdad are out looking for polar bears and icebergs.” 

“Your mom and mine are the last of a special breed. I wonder what she’d think about how you rang in the New Year?” 

“Get out!” Sylvie quipped. “Because if she finds out, I’m wearing a hot-pink pantsuit to your wedding.”

Olivia rolled her eyes and headed to the door. Pink was one of her least favorite colors and if anyone knew that, it was Sylvie—even if she’d tried to incorporate pink into the redesign of her townhouse. 

Once she was alone, Sylvia glanced out of the window, thinking about the enormity of this Jordan Industries project. What if she failed? What if people hated what she designed and her company went down in flames? 

Suppose Amanda was right and SGD was too much about Sylvia and not enough about the clients, and she was destined to fail? Nah. Amanda was just a small-minded hater, and this project was going to prove her wrong. Sleep could wait. 

She opened her sketch pad and started drawing again. 
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Chapter Three
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The only thing Erik realized he missed about the holidays was a plate full of steaming collard greens. Thank God for Mrs. B and her cooking. He dug into his third plate of greens and cornbread as everyone around him chattered and talked about the upcoming wedding. 

Erik had told Logan all he needed to do was tell him where he needed to be on his wedding day and he’d be there. All of this other talk about venues, colors, and the like just went over his head. Not that he was against marriage or didn’t share in Olivia and Logan’s happiness; his mind was just on work. When he’d finally read all of the financial reports, he knew that Jordan Industries was in more trouble than anyone knew. There had been two sets of books and both of them were in the red. 
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