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About A Negotiated Marriage
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SEX WASN’T SUPPOSED to be part of the deal.

Three years into a marriage of convenience, Molly’s high-powered CEO husband wants to add a new term to their marriage agreement. Sex—without any messy emotional entanglements. But weekly sex with Luke, despite their carefully negotiated terms, is likely to get messy eventually.

Content in a mutually beneficial arrangement, Molly isn’t going to fall for Luke the way she fell for an old lover, only to be crushed in the end.  She vows to stay strong, no matter how much intimacy develops between them in bed. When her old lover returns, finally wanting a real relationship, Molly has the chance to give her heart to a man who will accept it.

It’s too bad she now wants to give it to her husband, who has never admitted her heart is what he wants.
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MOLLY WAS RUNNING LATE.

She had scheduled a breakfast meeting for six thirty and woke up at four minutes past six. After blinking at her alarm clock for far too long, she jumped out of bed in a panic, knocking over the uncapped bottle of water on her nightstand in the process.

She cursed under her breath and tossed a towel over the spilled water. Then she rushed through her shower and threw on a bathrobe.

She obviously couldn’t blow-dry her hair or get dressed without coffee, so she hurried barefoot to the kitchen, trying to tie her robe closed at the same time—a difficult maneuver since her skin was still damp.

She’d sped up to a jog when Luke appeared unexpectedly in the hallway, heading back to his bedroom after his usual morning workout.

Molly plowed into him, causing him to huff and grab her by the upper arms to keep them both from falling over.

He was soaked with perspiration, his attractive face and close-cropped dark hair dripping and his T-shirt and shorts sticking to his skin. 

She pulled away from him with a rushed, “Sorry. Don’t get me sweaty.” Then she continued her sprint to the kitchen.

She heard him laughing absently as he made his way to his bedroom.

Coffee acquired, she ran to her room and half dried her blond hair before twisting it up with pins. She made a gesture toward makeup and pulled on a navy-blue suit with a fitted jacket and pencil skirt.

It wasn’t really her style, but her client was a traditional sort who expected those he worked with to look professional.

Since Molly was a freelance corporate investigator and didn’t actually work for the man, she livened up her outfit with bright red heels and grabbed a vintage multistrand pearl necklace. She tried to latch it with one hand as she returned to the kitchen to refill her coffee.

Luke was already there, simultaneously pouring himself coffee and checking his smartphone. He was fully dressed in a dark suit and power tie. As always, he appeared businesslike and unruffled.

Molly was flushed from her hurried morning. She’d missed a button on her silk blouse. She still hadn’t managed to latch her damn necklace. And a few strands of hair were already slipping from her updo.

She snarled at Luke. It was woefully unjust that he could shower and dress in literally ten minutes.

He half smiled when he glanced up from his phone and saw her expression. “Don’t blame me. You could be less high maintenance if you chose.”

“Right,” she said, moving him out of the way since he blocked their high-end coffeemaker. “Maybe if I buzz-cut my hair.” She poured herself another cup of coffee.

Glancing at her watch, she groaned and poured her new cup of coffee into a travel mug instead. Topping off the larger mug with more coffee from the pot, she asked, “Do you think I can get down to Frittata Mama in five minutes?”

“Not possible.”

Molly made a frustrated sound as she went to grab her purse and leather satchel from the entry hall where she’d dumped them the previous evening.

Luke followed her, carrying the necklace she hadn’t managed to put on. “You’re the expert. Make him wait.”

“He’ll have to,” she admitted, leaning her head forward so Luke could latch the necklace. “By the way, yesterday we finished that fraud investigation for you. Rachel will send the final report to your office this morning.”

“Good.” Luke’s breath tickled the back of her neck and blew a few loose strands of her hair. “I’ve been waiting for that. How does it look?”

“Not good.” She adjusted the collar of her blouse around the necklace. Turning around, she mumbled, “Thanks,” and slung the strap of her satchel on her shoulder.

She was on her way out the door when Luke said, “Don’t forget we have cocktails with the Mertons at seven.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” she called back, blatantly lying. She’d completely forgotten, and all the way down the private elevator from the apartment, she grumbled about having another thing added to her already-packed schedule.

But she didn’t have a choice. Going with Luke to six social events a month was part of their negotiated agreement.

***
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MOLLY’S CAREER IN CORPORATE investigations had begun shortly after college. 

She’d always planned to be a journalist but couldn’t get a decent job. Bored and frustrated, she’d let a friend recommend her for an entry-level job in corporate investigations at James Coffee Inc., one of the biggest chains of coffee shops in the world. She’d gotten the job, probably because of her friend’s connections, but Molly had found herself remarkably good at it.

After seven years, she was one of the top corporate investigators in the company and making a very good living. She was also in a hot and heavy affair with Baron James, the son of the company’s founder.

It was simply unwise to have an eight-month-long affair with a notorious bad boy like Baron. As much as she tried to keep the relationship purely about sex, she’d fallen for him anyway. Their affair had ended messily, with her making herself embarrassingly vulnerable and him practically screaming at her that he’d told her from the beginning he didn’t want a commitment.

She’d quit her job, wanting to get as far away from Baron and everything associated with him as she could. Angry and bitter, she’d applied for a job in corporate investigations at a large company based in Toronto. It happened to be James Coffee’s chief competitor, another hugely successfully chain of coffee shops.

Luke Lyons was the company’s founder and CEO. Unlike Baron, he wasn’t born into the company. He’d earned his fortune through innovative business and marketing practices and by working harder than anyone else.

A year later, she’d quit that job too and started her own freelance corporate-investigations business. 

She could no longer work full-time for Luke’s company. They had an unavoidable conflict of interest.

***
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MOLLY WENT NONSTOP all day. After her breakfast meeting, she headed over to her office to wrap up a number of completed contracts including the project she’d done for Luke. Then she had two other meetings—both preliminary information meetings on new jobs. She spent most of the afternoon wading through the research her assistants had done on a corporate-espionage case she could tell would be really big.

She was so absorbed she worked too late. When she got back to the apartment, it was after six thirty, and she was relieved to see Luke hadn’t yet arrived.

At least he wouldn’t know she was running late.

She dumped her satchel and purse in the hall and gave a yearning glance at the kitchen. She hadn’t had time to eat lunch, so—other than a light breakfast—her food intake for the day had consisted of six cups of coffee, some chocolate candies, and half a scone.

She didn’t make a stop in the kitchen, however. She needed a quick shower, so she jumped in and out, keeping her head out of the spray, then went into her closet and looked through the section of dresses she only wore to Luke’s social events.

She grabbed the one she hated the least—a charcoal-gray silk sheath—and pulled it on. She was buckling the ankle straps of her silver heels when she heard a tap on the door. “We’ve got to go, Molly.”

“I’m ready,” she lied, snatching some jewelry and two clutch purses on her way out. She could put the jewelry on and decide which purse to carry in the car.

Luke waited in the hall, wearing the same suit he’d worn all day and looking just as professional and pulled-together as he had that morning.

She snarled when she saw him. It was woefully unjust that he didn’t have to change clothes to go to a cocktail party.

“I see your mood hasn’t improved,” he murmured dryly, pushing her toward the door with a hand in the middle of her back.

Molly’s hands were full of jewelry and clutch purses, so when they got to the entry hall, she asked, “Can you grab my purse there?” She referred, of course, to the purse she’d been carrying earlier today and had dropped on the floor next to her satchel.

Luke stared down at the brown designer bag. Then over at the clutch purses in her hand. “How many do you need?”

Her sense of irony tickled, she had trouble suppressing a laugh, but she managed a condescending look. “Well, obviously I’ll only carry one. I just need to move some stuff from that one into one of these.”

Although he still looked vaguely baffled, he obediently leaned over to pick up her purse and carried it for her as they went downstairs.

“Will anyone I don’t know be there tonight?” she asked as they stood side by side in the elevator.

“It should be mostly people you know. The Mertons’ normal guest list. Plus I think Dan Jonson and his brother will be there.”

Molly huffed with displeasure. “Make sure you keep his sleazy brother from grabbing my ass again.”

Luke arched an eyebrow. “I’d suggest you keep your ass out of the vicinity of his hand.” Before Molly could object to this inconsiderate statement, Luke continued. “Try to speak to Geoffrey Barbee’s wife, Alice, if you can. I’m trying to close a deal with him, and he’s digging in his heels.”

“Sure,” Molly agreed, climbing into the backseat of the plush chauffeured car. She put down the clutch purses, necklace, earrings, bracelet, and rings she’d been carrying on the seat beside her and noticed that her skirt had gotten hiked up around her hips as she’d scooted in, revealing the tops of her thigh-high stockings.

Glancing over at Luke, she saw he’d noticed the same thing. With an impatient sigh, she lifted her hips and pulled down the hem of her skirt. “No need to look at me like I’m a sloppy plebeian. Yours would do the same thing if you had to wear dresses like this.”

She thought it was rather rude for Luke to stare so pointedly at her thighs.

“Then perhaps it’s just as well I don’t. And I don’t think sloppy plebeians wear stockings like that.”

She snickered. “They were ridiculously expensive. But a girl’s got to have a few indulgences. Can I have my purse back?”

Luke had absently set her purse on his lap, but now he passed it over. She started moving stuff into the clutch purse she’d decided to use. Then she happened to notice the other half of her scone from earlier today, wrapped in a couple of napkins at the bottom of her purse.

She pulled it out, pleased with the discovery.

Luke watched with slightly raised eyebrows as she took a bite.

“I’m starving,” she said by way of explanation. “Do you want any?”

He made a breathy sound she took to be amusement. “No, thanks. I like your hair like that, by the way.”

Molly gasped and brought her hands up to her hair, which was still tousled messily around her shoulders. “Shit. I was going to put it up.”

“You shouldn’t. It looks nice.”

She gave him a suspicious look, but he didn’t appear to be teasing her. If she tried to put her hair up now, in the car without a mirror, it would end up looking terrible. So she would have to just leave it down, even though she didn’t think it looked sophisticated enough for Luke’s crowd.

She’d managed to finish off the scone and put on her jewelry before they made it to the Mertons’ building.

The door of the car was opened by a well-trained doorman, who murmured politely, “Good evening, Mr. Lyons, Mrs. Lyons. Welcome.”

***
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THEY STAYED AT THE cocktail party for over two hours, and at the end of it, Molly drooped with fatigue and hunger. Half a scone, three cocktails, and a few stingy hors d’oeuvres just didn’t do it for her.

On the way home, Luke talked on his phone to one of his assistants about some project he wanted done tomorrow and Molly just leaned back against the seat and stared at the street.

They passed a James Coffee shop on the corner. A knot tightened in her gut at the sight.

She’d been so foolish. Not just to fall for Baron James but to think her feelings for him were the most important thing in the world. After their affair had imploded, she’d shaped her life around symbolically getting back at him.

That was why she’d taken the job in Toronto with Luke’s company.

And that was why she’d accepted Luke’s very unconventional proposal a year later.

Luke had been tired of fending off hapless women who were desperate to become Mrs. Lyons, and his habit of indulging in one-night stands—the only kind of sex he was willing to make time for—was making him paparazzi bait too often. So to clean up his reputation and take him off the market to undesirables, he wanted an attractive, intelligent wife who understood the nature of a business transaction and had no romantic interest in him.

Molly fit the bill in every way. She’d been working with him as a corporate investigator for a year, and he trusted and respected her.

He’d listed a number of advantages he could offer her should she agree to his proposal. But the name, the lifestyle, the resources, and the contacts would never have convinced her to accept such a bizarre offer.

Molly knew, however, that nothing would get under Baron’s skin as much as her marrying Luke Lyons. That was why she’d agreed to it.

She’d been hurt and angry and certain she would never fall in love again. Then the perfect answer to the injustice of the universe had fallen into her lap.

She could be Mrs. Luke Lyons. And that would show... everyone.

It had been a petty, foolish thing to do, and she thought she’d grown out of most of her bitterness, despair, and insecurity. She wasn’t in love with Baron anymore. In fact, in the past year, they’d started talking again and were back on friendlier terms. She didn’t have anything to prove to him or the rest of the world, and there wasn’t any particular reason to continue this arrangement with Luke.

Except it was working for her.

She liked Luke. They got along. He didn’t expect anything she didn’t want to give. She enjoyed her lifestyle, and she enjoyed her work. She hadn’t wanted to date in the past three years, having been burned so badly by Baron, and there was a sense of safety in being so completely off the market.

Despite all that, seeing the James Coffee shop made her feel kind of depressed. She didn’t like that she’d been so incredibly foolish. So weak.

“You shouldn’t still be thinking about him,” Luke said, his voice breaking into her glum reverie.

She turned toward him and blinked. “Huh?”

“James. He’s not worth still brooding over.”

She studied Luke’s face, trying to figure out why he was bringing it up at all. Obviously, he knew about her former relationship with Baron, but they didn’t often talk about it. “I wasn’t. I’m over him.”

“Are you?”

He sounded so skeptical that she stiffened her back. “Yes. You didn’t think I was still hung up on him after three years, did you? I’m not that pitiful.”

“I don’t think you’re pitiful.” His expression was casual and unrevealing, as usual. “But because of James, it’s going to be hard for you to trust another man. Isn’t it?”

She made a face, although she knew in some ways he was right. “I trust you, don’t I?”

“Not with your heart.”

She stared at him, completely perplexed by what looked like diffidence in his expression. 

“I’m not saying you should,” he continued, barely missing a beat. His hazel eyes rested on her face with a strange sort of caution. “Obviously, that’s not what our marriage has ever been about. I just meant your thing with Baron still has an effect on you—and I don’t think he’s worth it.”

She shrugged and glanced out the window since Luke’s steady gaze was too unsettling. “It’s not really about whether someone is worth it.”

When Luke didn’t respond, she turned to look at him again. Still couldn’t read his expression. “I don’t think I’m bitter because of him.”

“Not bitter. Just wary.”

“What about you?” she demanded, feeling vulnerable in the face of his perception. “You’re too much of a workaholic to even date someone for real. When was the last time you trusted someone with your heart?”

His lips tightened.

“Well?” she prompted, when he didn’t answer.

“Wasn’t that a rhetorical question?”

“No. I want to know. If you think I’m so damaged—”

“I never said you were damaged—”

“Whatever. If you think I’m so burned by Baron that I can’t jump into love again, what about you? What exactly burned you?”

She knew Luke well—maybe better than anyone else—but even she didn’t really know the answer to that question. Luke was a great listener and a very engaging conversationalist, but everything personal about him she had to learn indirectly. Never from his willingly sharing it with her.

“Nothing burned me.”

She arched her eyebrows.

“That’s the truth. I haven’t had any tragic love affairs.” He cut his eyes away from her briefly. “I just prefer to do what I’m good at.”

“What do you mean? You’re good at almost everything.”

“I’m good at business. I’m not good at relationships.”

She thought about that for a long time, the admission ringing true with her somehow. She enjoyed a rising sense of emotional closeness with him since his opening up in any way wasn’t an everyday occurrence. Finally, she concluded, “I’m not good at relationships either.”

“Sure you are. You’ve got more friends than you could talk to in a year.”

“I meant I’m not good at romantic relationships.”

He smiled at her—the warm, full smile she rarely saw, the one that always took her breath away. “That’s because you always pick the wrong man.”

She couldn’t help but laugh, overwhelmed with a wave of familiarity and affection for him. He might be a workaholic businessman who tried to compartmentalize his life to the point of absurdity, but he was still a really good guy.

She responded to the feeling, leaning over to give him a friendly hug. “Well, I picked you to marry, so what does that say about you?”

For just a moment, he hugged her back. “I’m just lucky, I guess.”

Her breath hitched at the slight thickness of his voice, and she pulled back. Her eyes searched his face, trying to figure out whether he was being ironic or not.

“Do you want Thai?” Luke asked, shifting slightly in his seat.

“What?”

“Thai?” he repeated. “You said you were hungry.”

“Oh. Yeah. I am.” She shook away her momentary distraction. “Only I don’t really want to go out.”

“We can pick it up and take it home.”

Molly perked up at the prospect of Thai food and decided she must have imagined any strangeness just now.

***

[image: ]


A HALF HOUR LATER, she sat on the floor, watching a cable news channel. She hadn’t wanted to change clothes before she ate, so she’d just slipped off her shoes and spread a napkin in her lap.

Her dress wasn’t really made for sitting on the floor, but she made do, tugging down the hem of her skirt when it got hiked up too much.

Luke was going through e-mails on his tablet as he ate, so he sat in a chair. The only gesture toward relaxing was taking off his suit jacket and sliding off his shoes.

She wasn’t finished eating when Luke stood up. Instead of leaving the room, as she expected, he just looked at her.

She stared up at him. Since her mouth was full, she gave him a questioning look.

He lowered his lean body to the floor beside her. “I want to renegotiate terms.”

Molly groaned. “Come on, Luke. We just did that three months ago, and it took ages to reach an agreement.”

“Even so.” His expression didn’t change. He looked matter-of-fact and businesslike, as he always did. His brief vulnerability in the car had disappeared.

“Fine. But I’ve already bumped it up to six social events a month. If you want me to go to even more, then you’re going to have to give me something big.” When he opened his mouth to reply, she spoke over him. “I mean, really big. Like I do one fewer job for you a year. No more client referrals. I’ve already got more business than I can handle, so that’s not going to do it for me.”

“It isn’t about more social events. Six is adequate.”

“Oh. Then what is it?”

Luke glanced away from her momentarily. Then he met her gaze, his eyes bland and steady. “We agreed that, in terms of sexual activity, the only acceptable outlet for either of us is discreet professionals.”

Molly blinked, taken by surprise. “That was your idea since dating outside our marriage would have gotten in the way of the stable reputation you were trying to build.”

Luke of course hadn’t wanted to stop having sex altogether when they got married. So they’d agreed that either one of them could use the services of a high-priced, very discreet escort service. Molly, early on, had tried it. She’d been bitter enough to think it might be the best, easiest way to have sex. It hadn’t been exciting or satisfying though. It had felt weird and unnatural. So for almost three years, she’d taken care of her sexual urges with a small collection of mechanical devices.

Luke, she assumed, made use of call girls regularly. They’d agreed never to have such encounters in the apartment, so he probably went to hotel rooms. She didn’t think about it much.

“Yes, it was my idea, but I would like it to change,” Luke responded. “I’m finding that unsatisfying.”

Molly frowned, feeling a little sick as she processed his words. “Well, I’m sorry. I don’t want to be unreasonable, but you can’t have a girlfriend. It would be... it would be humiliating. Everyone would think you were cheating on me.”

She wondered if he had met someone. Perhaps that was what had prompted this. Irrationally, she didn’t like the idea at all.

He was a classic workaholic—often at his office eighteen hours a day when he wasn’t traveling. She bleakly wondered when he’d even have time to hook up with someone regularly.

“I don’t want a girlfriend. If I wanted a girlfriend, we could simply end our marriage. I don’t want to do that. In fact, I don’t want anything significant about our agreement to change. I simply want to adjust this one item.” He glanced away again, his eyes resting on the large, flat screen of the television.

“Then I don’t understand. If you want to have sex with someone other than a call girl but you don’t want a girlfriend, then what exactly do you want?”

Luke cleared his throat and cut his eyes back to her. “I want to have sex with you.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two


[image: ]




MOLLY WAVED A GREETING to one of the security guards in the entrance lobby of Luke’s corporate headquarters before heading up the elevator to the top floor.

She wasn’t sure of Luke’s schedule. She knew he was working in his office today, but he might be in a meeting. She almost hoped he was busy so she could just leave the thick accordion folder with his assistant instead of actually talking to him.

Since he’d dropped the bombshell on her the night before about their having sex, she’d been tempted to avoid him completely. She’d even overslept that morning on purpose.

But it seemed weak and petty to send her assistant, Rachel, to do this errand when Molly was going to be in the neighborhood anyway for another appointment. So she’d made herself do it.

It was entirely possible Luke would be in a meeting.

As Molly entered the executive suite, Luke’s administrative assistant, Nancy, gave her a warm smile. “We weren’t expecting you, Mrs. Lyons.”

“I know. I just dropped by to give these documents back to Luke—from the job we just finished for him. If he’s busy, I can just leave them—”

“Oh, no. He doesn’t start the meeting for another thirty minutes.”

Molly let out her breath with a sinking feeling of disappointment. “Okay. Is he in there?” She nodded toward his office door.

“No. He’s in the conference room, preparing for the meeting. You can go on back if you want.”

The conference room door was shut, so Molly tapped on it before swinging it open. “Hey, I just came by to—”

She stopped talking abruptly when her eyes landed on Luke.

He wore a tailored charcoal-gray suit today, and he stood at the head of the conference table. He held a clicker in his hand, and he’d obviously been moving through slides of the presentation projected onto the screen behind him. But that wasn’t why Molly had stopped short.

Luke wasn’t wearing any shoes or socks.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a slightly choked voice, staring down at his bare feet on the expensive carpeting.

He arched his eyebrows and gave an impressive attempt at cool nonchalance. “Preparing for my meeting. What are you doing here?”

“Just bringing this stuff back.” She set the file on the polished table. “Where are your shoes?”

“There.” He indicated the expensive shoes and black socks that were lined up neatly underneath the chair. “Thanks for bringing the documents by, but there was really no hurry. This meeting will start soon so—”

“Oh, no,” Molly objected. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Nancy said the meeting wasn’t for another half hour, and I’m not leaving until I find out about the shoes.”

Luke released a resigned sigh that was almost a groan. “It’s how I prepare for meetings.”

“But why?”

He gave another attempt at a superior, detached gaze. “One should use whatever strategy is most effective for achieving one’s goal.”

At his lofty words and expression, Molly burst into sudden helpless laughter.

It was so deliciously ironic. Luke—cool, controlled master of any room—prepared for a meeting barefoot and then tried to pass it off as deliberate strategy.

He cleared this throat. “If you’re just going to mock...”

“Damn right, I’m going to mock. I had no idea you went through this little ritual.”

“It’s not something I tend to tell people.” He’d dropped his lofty look and now looked half-amused and half-embarrassed. “Nancy is supposed to keep people from coming in while I’m preparing.”

“She probably didn’t think you needed privacy from your wife.” She’d managed to control her hilarity, although she was still flooded with warm amusement. “But seriously, why do you take off your shoes?”
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