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 Chapter One 
 
    Seth 
 
      
 
    “Finally, fuckingä done.” 
 
    I set the dense stackä of pages full of numbers off to the side with a relievedä sigh. After an entireä afternoon pouringä over the figures of this financialä prospectus for a proposedä acquisition, I closedä the binder with reliefä. I had other thingsä on my mind.  
 
    Two weeks. I’d had two agonizingä weeks of no sex. I ran a hand through my hair in irritationä as I set back in my chair to ease the sorenessä in my back. What the hell had I been thinking when I let Briannaä go two weeks ago? She was great in bed. A bustyä brunette with a great ass and curvesä. She could take a dick hard, too. A frownä tugged at my lips when I felt myselfä twitch in arousalä. It had nothing to do with her skillsä in bed. It had to do with the same damn question that everyä single womanä seemed determinedä to ask. Can we take this relationship furtherä? 
 
    I grimaced at the question. Nothingä killed my driveä more than that type of conversation, and it alwaysä seemed to pop up eventually. I’d done marriageä. I earned my marriageä badgeä back with McKenzie yearsä ago, and a committed relationship was the last thingä on my mind these days. The only two recurringä themes in my life were work and fuckingä. That was it. Nothingä else. Just the way I likedä it. 
 
    The only problem was that work tendedä to interfere with the other part. I couldn’t rememberä the last time I’d left the office beforeä seven. That was why my arrangement with Briannaä had workedä for a few weeks. We both workedä late. We usually ate in the office, so dinnerä dates neverä happened. Just good old fuckingä afterä hours. That was it. Nothingä else.  
 
    It was Briannaä who had endedä the relationship by asking if she could have a key to my penthouseä. To stay there a few nightsä out of the week to save cab fare, she said. No fuckingä thank you. I likedä my privacyä afterä a long work day, and I didn't want to cross that line betweenä casual and seriousä. I didn't mind having a relationship; it was just the time it took to keep a relationship goingä that I lacked, whichä caused unnecessaryä drama and fightsä.  
 
    My business was my partnerä for the rest of my life. I pictured myselfä at seventy, sittingä at this same desk, reading over the same filesä for yet another proposedä acquisition. I didn't trustä anyone with my business. I knew that I was a prick of a boss at timesä because I micromanagedä everyä detail. I had no futureä generation behindä me to take over or learn this business. It was just me handlingä the numbers at the end of the day.  
 
    I just needed to find a betterä balance. A good partnerä willingä to keep thingsä sexual. That was it. Someone expectingä nothing else out of me because I didn’t have the time to cater to anyone’s needsä beyond my own. It made me a selfishä bastard, but afterä buildingä my business from the ground up, I deservedä to be selfishä. I had sacrificed enoughä of my life pleasing othersä. It was time to focus on myselfä for a littleä bit.  
 
    “Mr. Jackson?” 
 
    The doorsä to my office cracked open. Speakingä of potential partnersä… I swallowed that temptingä thought when Alishaä Townsend pokedä her head in to peer at me cautiously. Her fair blondä hair was pulled back in its usualä fishtail braidä, but it was her freckle-spatteredä face beneath her make- up that got to me as it alwaysä did. I had no idea why I foundä Alishaä Townsend, my accounting managerä of all thingsä, so attractive. It was everythingä about her that drew me in, from thoseä shapely legs, to that full bust I could partiallyä see through her silk blouse. She neverä dressedä provocatively eitherä, and that was a strange turn on for me. I was a hot-bloodedä male that had a sexy account managerä workingä close to me, but that was a line I didn’t feel too willingä to cross at the momentä. Sex with an employee had alwaysä been high on my ‘hell no’ list. Briannaä had been my receptionistä, and that was bad enoughä.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked irritablyä. “What is it?” 
 
    Alishaä pushed the door partiallyä open. “I was wonderingä if you had a momentä.” 
 
    I caught sightä of a thick envelopeä in Alishaä’s hands. Wavingä her in, I scooted my chair forwardä to hide the fact that I was semi-hard and irritated by the lack of releaseä. My eyes went straight to Alishaä’s hips as she walkedä gracefully in to hand over the envelopeä beforeä takingä a seat in one of the chairs acrossä from me.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked, dreading the thicknessä of the envelopeä. I peeked insideä to find papers stuffedä in there so tightly that a few of them were crumpledä.  
 
    “It’s the first part of the financialä disclosureä from that potential acquisition,” Alishaä said. “It just came via FedEx a few minutesä ago, and I know you’ve been waiting for it.” 
 
    “For two wholeä days,” I grumbled, pullingä the thick stackä of papers out. “You said the first part? How many more parts can I expectä from them?” 
 
    Alishaä nodded as she pulled out her notepadä to flip through her notes. She carriedä the tiny notepadä around everywhereä in the office. At one point, I insistedä on buying her somethingä like an iPad to make her note-takingä easier, but Alishaä insistedä that she likedä writingä the old-fashioned way.  
 
    “Looks like three more,” she said. “They should be arrivingä throughout the week. They’re expectingä a quickä reply, too.” 
 
    I swipedä an aggravated hand over my eyes. Theseä types of disclosuresä took time. Precious time to be investigatedä, and it was time that I didn’t have. There was another financeä company in Bostonä that was sniffing around this clientä though, and I didn’t like the idea of losingä this to them.  
 
    “Fuck,” I said. “Let me know as soon as the other parts get here. Right away.” 
 
    “Of courseä. I’ll make sure you get them the minute they arriveä.” 
 
    I gazed acrossä my neatlyä organized desk at Alishaä, who scribbledä somethingä down on her notepadä beforeä placing her pencilä behindä her ear. It occurred to me then that it just wasn’t Alishaä’s physicalä attributes that attractedä me—it was her work ethic, too. She was rarelyä late. She rarelyä took any time off besides a few timesä when her childä had been sick. She showed up to work everyä single day, did her job beautifullyä, and was one of the few employees that I didn’t have to babysitä. I couldn’t even recall a time when I had to correctä her work. It had been yearsä since I overlookedä what I assigned Alishaä to do on any givenä day. 
 
    A part of me twisted uneasilyä though. I didn’t like the idea of having anyone help me through this disclosureä, but I couldn’t do it all by myselfä. I needed the help.  
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” I said. Not the type of proposition I wantedä to give—not by a long shot. 
 
    Startled, Alishaä lookedä up at me in confusion. “Proposition?” 
 
    “Yes, I need your help with this.” 
 
   



 Chapter 2 
 
    Alishaä 
 
    “I need your help with this.” 
 
    Those six wordsä made me uneasy. It was a rare occurrenceä for Seth Jackson—CEO of Jackson Finance and my attractive boss—to ask anyone in the buildingä for help. Half the time, he barkedä orders at everyone or corrected theirä mistakes in a harshä tone. Over the year, I’d seen grown men run out of Seth’s office in a rage or close to tearsä—and everythingä in betweenä.  
 
    I felt blessed that for whateverä reason, Seth’s criticalä eyes were neverä over my shoulder. He was a legendaryä micromanager, and no one could trulyä do theirä job without supervisionä because Seth kept his hands in everythingä when it came to his business. Not that I didn’t blame him for beingä so uptight about it all. His business was like his childä. He did everythingä he could to make sure that Jackson Finance kept its rootsä firmly in Bostonä. Companiesä contacted him from all over the Unitedä States, but he kept his Bostonä rootsä strongä.  
 
    I didn’t know whether to be flatteredä that Seth Jackson was asking me for help or to dread it completelyä. We already workedä in close contactä with one another, whichä made it difficult to fightä thoseä cursed butterfliesä that alwaysä fluttered wheneverä I walkedä into Seth’s office. I took in thoseä icy blue eyes that were watching me intentlyä while I weighedä out my options. His dark hair was slickedä back, as usualä, to reveal a sharpä and freshly shavenä face. A bit of gray peppered his hairlineä, and muscles threatenedä to bulge out of his tightä-fitting suit as he shiftedä in his seat. 
 
    Everything about Seth Jackson was a temptationä—the type of temptationä that I had no problem caving to if the opportunityä ever arose. 
 
    “Alisha?” 
 
    I blinkedä when he called out my name. Irritationä sparked in his eyes, and I realizedä he was waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Right,” I said, nervouslyä. “Yes, of courseä. I’ll help in any way I can.” 
 
    Seth nodded curtly. “Good. Spend the afternoon gettingä the rest of your desk cleared off for this; we’ll need to identifyä some other employees, and I’ll leave word that your regularä duties need to be redistributedä so you can help me with this.” 
 
    “I’ll clear my desk then.” 
 
    “I’ll expectä you here at seven sharpä,” Seth continuedä. “I’m here by six-fifty-five. Tomorrow we’ll startä on everythingä afterä I make a few calls to get the rest of this disclosureä fasterä.” 
 
    “Of courseä. I’ll be here at seven.” 
 
    I rose from my chair on wobbly legs. My stomachä knotted as I walkedä acrossä the spaciousä office in the direction of my desk, but it was Seth’s huskyä voice that stoppedä me dead in my tracks. 
 
    “I’m lookingä forwardä to workingä with you,” he said. “Very much. You’re one of the best employees here.” 
 
    The center of my cheeksä flared at the complimentä. Seth neverä handed thoseä out eitherä. His commentsä were alwaysä criticalä when it came to his expectations. What was so differentä about me? 
 
    I peeked a glance over my shoulder to find Seth’s eyes a dark and stormyä color. They focusedä intentlyä on me again—and that smileä. It reminded me of a predatorä lurking in the dark close to somethingä it desiredä to feast on. A shudderä went straight down my spine to curl warmlyä into my pelvic regionä. Pushing the doorsä open, I slippedä back into the bustling office spaceä and let out a shaky breathä. It was just my imaginationä… There was no way Seth Jackson was checking me out.  
 
    Why wouldä he? I was a divorced, single motherä of thirty-three yearsä old. Those weren’t exactly attractive traitsä in my opinion. It made datingä difficult, but in truth, I hatedä the idea of trusting another man. My ex-husbandä single-handedly ruinedä the idea of a relationship for me afterä takingä off with a nineteen-year-old to startä a new family. There were no warningä signals that our marriageä was spiralingä down to the pits of hell, and I couldn’t even think of any instancesä that screamed dangerä. One minute we’d been happy, and in the next instantä, he had packed up his bags and left with no intentionä of pursuing custodyä of Christian. It was over just like that.  
 
    Workingä at Jackson Finance hadn’t been a dream-come-true back then. I had appliedä for a temp job a month afterä Todd left us because I needed the moneyä. I was desperate to clingä to the house that Christian had been born and raisedä in. It had been over a period of yearsä since then that Seth had promotedä me to various positionsä. The ‘account managerä’ status was the one true placeä that I loved to be. Now, I was goingä to be workingä in close contactä with Seth everyä single day reviewingä this financialä disclosureä.  
 
    I sat down on the edge of my desk chair to stare down at my plannerä. Finding someone I could trustä to do this workloadä was not goingä to be easy, eitherä. I knew that Seth wouldä be relying on my judgmentä when picking othersä who could handleä my workloadä while I helped him.  
 
    “This is goingä to be impossibleä,” I said, shaking my head. “How the hell am I goingä to find the rightä person to handleä my duties?” 
 
    “Talking to yourself again, Ms. Townsend?” 
 
    “Shit, Jim!” I startedä in surprise to find Jim standingä directly behindä my desk. “Don’t sneakä up on me like that again! Where did you come from?” 
 
    “The office supplyä closet,” he repliedä with a chuckle. “I didn’t mean to scareä you. You lookedä very intense staringä down at that plannerä of yours.” 
 
    I rubbedä my chest while I willedä my pounding heartä to calm down. Closing my plannerä, I lookedä up at Jim as he grinnedä down at me, putting on the charmä. There was nothing physically wrong about Jim Chambersä. He was attractive with his light brownä hair and the nicely fittedä suits he’d had tailoredä. I just neverä could shake my uneaseä when he came around my desk. Mainly because he neverä stoppedä asking me out. It didn’t matterä how many timesä I turned him down; he persistedä in various ways.  
 
    “I am helping Mr. Jackson with a new disclosureä,” I said. “I need to find a few employees here that can handleä my duties while I—” 
 
    “You’re helping Mr. Jackson with the disclosureä?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, while a frownä spreadä acrossä Jim’s lips. “Do you have ideas for anyone who could handleä thingsä for me while I work on that?” 
 
    Bracingä his hands on the front of my desk, Jim leanedä down to bring his head close to mine. The smellä of coffee clungä to Jim’s breathä when he spoke quietlyä. “I’m sure you know the rumors about Mr. Jackson, rightä?” 
 
    I leanedä back in my chair with an uncomfortableä sigh. “Rumors, Jim. That’s exactly what they are.” 
 
    “They aren’t rumors, Alishaä. They are true. I’ve seen Mr. Jackson with various womenä over the past year. He is not a commitment type of man.” 
 
    “It’s none of my business of what type of man he is. He’s my boss.” 
 
    “And you don’t deserveä to be tangled up with a man like that,” Jim continuedä. “I know that he tendsä to be a bit of a serial womanizerä who—” 
 
    Seth’s office doorsä opened behindä us. I glancedä over my shoulder to see Seth clutching that thick manilaä envelopeä in his hands while he strode up to my desk. His sharpä eyes glancedä over to Jim, who straightenedä up hastily with a forcedä cough. The air around Seth felt chillyä as he reached the edge of my desk next to Jim.  
 
    “Mr. Chambersä,” Seth said, coollyä. “Is there a reason why you are lingering about Ms. Townsend’s desk when there is work to do?” 
 
    Jim reached up to adjust the knot of his tie nervouslyä. “No, sir. I was offeringä my service to help Ms. Townsend with her workloadä.” 
 
    “I’d like you to stay whereä you currently are, Mr. Chambersä. I have a few peopleä in mind that can tackle Ms. Townsend’s workloadä.” 
 
    An awkwardä silence fell. I watchedä as Jim nodded forcibly in Seth’s direction beforeä turningä on his heel to walk back in the direction of his desk. Fidgeting with the cornerä of my plannerä, I swallowed thickly while Seth set the thick packetä of papers on my desk. I didn’t want to address the subjectä of why Jim was standingä at my desk. I knew that a few men in the office weren’t very fond of the rumors circulating about Seth’s playboyä habits, but none of them broughtä it up in his presence. For good reason, too.  
 
    “Do you have someone in mind?” I asked. “I don’t want to pick anyone who couldn’t handleä my duties competentlyä.” 
 
    “I’ve already sent out emails,” Seth said shortlyä. “They’ll be coming to your desk throughout the afternoon to gatherä what they need from you.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I’ll see you at seven then,” he said. “Have a good rest of your day. Get plenty of sleepä tonight.” 
 
    Seth continuedä on his way towardsä the elevators while scrollingä through his phone. I nodded mutely because I didn’t trustä my voice at the momentä. Not with that awkwardä interactionä betweenä Jim and Seth that I couldn’t figure out. I shookä my head in confusion beforeä glancing down at my plannerä once again. I flippedä to tomorrow morningä to read the notes there beforeä a horrified realizationä dawned on me.  
 
    “Shit,” I sworeä, slapping my foreheadä with the palm of my hand. “Shit, shit! Why didn’t I tell him that I can’t be here that early?” 
 
    Riflingä through my desk cabinet door, I pulled out my cell phone to scrollä through to find the contactä information for my grandmotherä. I rose from my desk to enter the breakä room. The last thingä I wantedä was to be caught by Seth using my phone on the clockä. There were several rulesä at Jackson Finance, but two thingsä were Seth’s absolute pet peevesä: office romances and talkingä on personal phonesä while on the clockä.  
 
    Not that Seth ever had to worry about the office romanceä part when it came to me. I couldn’t even rememberä the last time I’d had sex. Too long. A wry smileä spreadä acrossä my face when I stepped into the office breakä room to find it thankfully emptyä. Way too long.  
 
    As usualä, my grandmotherä answered on the secondä ring in her normally cheerfulä voice. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Grandmaä,” I said, “It’s me.” 
 
    “Alisha? Is everythingä okay? You neverä call me from work.” 
 
    I poured myselfä a cold cup of coffee on the pretenseä of lookingä like I was on breakä. “Yes, everythingä is fine. I just need your help with somethingä tomorrow morningä.” 
 
    “Oh, Alishaä,” she startedä, in exasperation. “Don’t tell me this favorä has somethingä to do with your job again.” 
 
    “It’s only for a littleä bit, Grandmaä. I swear it this time. Mr. Jackson needsä my help with this disclosureä, and I need to be in the office by seven tomorrow morningä.” 
 
    “Which requires me to walk Christian to the bus?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, sighingä. “I need you to eitherä walk Christian to the bus or to take him directly to his school. Just for a littleä bit untilä I figure somethingä out.” 
 
    “Christian isn’t goingä to be happy about losingä you for an hour in the morningä,” she said. “I’ll do it, obviously. I just stillä can’t believe thoseä parentsä won’t tell theirä children to leave him alone.” 
 
    Angerä burned my chest just thinking about it. Christian was at that awkwardä age of beingä old enoughä to realizeä that kids could be cruel for no reason. My heartä achedä to know the anguish he felt wheneverä they tossedä insults in his direction. The few afternoonsä he’d arrived home with tearsä in his eyes were enoughä to igniteä a fire insideä of me to protect him from the crueltyä. 
 
    “I’ve tried talkingä to them,” I said. “The school told me they wouldä handleä it. I just need this for a few days, Grandmaä. I can’t tell Mr. Jackson no.” 
 
    She sighedä heavily into the phone. “Your boss should be awareä that you have a childä outside of that buildingä of his. I’ll make sure that Christian gets to school tomorrow morningä.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandmaä,” I breathed in reliefä, “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheartä.” 
 
    I clutched the phone close to my chest for a momentä. There was no doubtä in my mind that Christian wouldä be upset with me workingä so early, especiallyä afterä the past few months of arrivingä home late. It didn’t matterä how many timesä I tried to explainä to him that we needed a decent paycheckä; he grew upset everyä single time.  
 
    It’s your fucked-up fatherä that put us in this position, Christian. It’s not my faultä that I have to work because he signed his rightsä away. I wantedä to scream that sometimesä wheneverä he stomped away from me with angryä tearsä in his eyes. I neverä did though. The world was already cruel enoughä to the both of us.  
 




 Chapter Three 
 
    Seth 
 
      
 
    The entireä city of Bostonä was stillä asleepä when I stepped out of the lobby to startä alongä my usualä pathway to work. Crispä autumn air greetedä me when I pulled the hood up over my head to keep warm beforeä I stretched out a few achesä in my thighs. After an entireä nightä of tossing and turningä, a jog through the cold morningä air soundedä good beforeä a long-ass day goingä through the disclosureä.  
 
    I jogged alongä the dim pathway in the direction of the Charlesä River bike path. Yearsä ago, my former personal assistantä had advised me to hire securityä to follow me while I jogged alongä to work. Havingä a large bank account attachedä to my name meant that somehowä peopleä assumed I carriedä a large amountä of cash on me. I was known throughout Bostonä as a self-made multibillionaireä with a large list of enemies I had acquiredä over the yearsä.  
 
    Not that I gave a flying fuck. I crossedä over the bridge in the direction of downtownä Bostonä. I’d stepped on plenty of toes throughout my life buildingä up my business, and threats on my life weren’t anythingä new. No one knew I had spent a few yearsä takingä privateä self-defense lessonsä eitherä. Not because I didn’t trustä securityä to protect my backside wheneverä I venturedä out into the city, but because I preferred to keep my privateä life as privateä as I possiblyä could. Nothingä grated on my nervesä more than having a constant shadowä following me around.  
 
    I reached the tall buildingä of Jackson Financialä ten minutesä later. The rest of the city was slowlyä stirring when I crossedä the streetä in the direction of the small coffee shop that was alwaysä open at five in the morningä. I smiledä at the staff as they greetedä me cheerfullyä beforeä sending me alongä with a large blackä coffee clutched in my cold fingers.  
 
    The office was dark and quietä when I stepped off of the main elevators. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the bright fluorescentä lights while I walkedä alongä the row of desksä and offices. The cleaningä staff had been through the previous nightä as scheduledä, judging from the emptyä trashä bins and the smellä of lemon-scentedä bleach. Everything about my buildingä ran smoothlyä, like a well-oiled machineä.  
 
    I shut the doorsä to my office beforeä stripping out of my hoodieä. Plugging my phone in to chargeä on my desk, I made my way to the other door adjacent to my desk. The smellä of freshly launderedä sheets and towelsä filled my nose when I opened the door and flippedä on the lights. The mini bedroomä and bathroom, somethingä I had addedä on yearsä ago, was a life saver on the nightsä I neverä left the office because of the time it took to get to my penthouseä. I tossedä my hoodieä in the hamperä next to the bed. My dry-cleaned suits were hangingä in the closet as usualä, so I grabbed one without payingä too much attention.  
 
    The heat of the showerä spray helped loosenä the muscles in my shoulders when I stepped into the tiledä showerä stall. I scrubbedä away the sweat clingingä to my skin beforeä leaning up againstä the cool tile to think about what lay ahead of me for the day. An entireä fuckingä day goingä over that disclosureä with a fine-toothä comb. The thought of it made my head hurt, but I couldn’t afford to lose this to another company. I already knew that I wouldä be crashingä on the bed here in the office afterä hours.  
 
    Maybe Alishaä wouldä be here afterä hours, too.  
 
    My cock stiffenedä in arousalä at the temptingä thought. Smoothing a hand through my damp hair, I glaredä up at the showerä head as I twisted on the cold water. I needed to find a releaseä somewhereä because I couldn’t ever bring myselfä to cross that delicate line betweenä beingä a professionalä CEO and initiating inappropriateä work conduct even though it was my business. No one wouldä question a damn thingä about what I did behindä closedä doorsä and afterä work hours. I could fuck in my office if I wantedä to.  
 
    But I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone thinking I was that sort of man. I knew men like that. Men of powerä like me who ran rampant with various womenä in the workplaceä. A majority of them endedä up in troubleä with the law somewhereä or were caught in the center of a scandal in the publicä eye. Neither optionä soundedä appealing.  
 
    It was a temptingä thought with Alishaä, though. It had been since day one, the very first day when she was hiredä on as a receptionistä down in the lobby. It had taken only one look at that freckledä face and thoseä vulnerable fuck-me eyes beforeä I was a gonerä; I just neverä acted out on my desiresä because I was her boss. Nothingä had cooled my attractionä for her over the yearsä eitherä. She had workedä her taut ass off to be whereä she was now with no favors or considerationä of any kind on my part. I admired her work ethic and intelligenceä. Women like Alishaä were a rarityä. 
 
    My fingers brushed againstä the base of my erectionä. I had some time to give myselfä a littleä pleasure if I wantedä to. All I had to do was think of that tightä body hiddenä beneath Alishaä’s conservative clothesä beforeä I exploded with imaginationä and releaseä. Everyä inch of me longed to discover the hiddenä secretsä beneath her blouse and pants. What color were her nipplesä? The question only served to driveä me even crazierä.  
 
    The cold water did the trick eventually. I stepped out of the showerä to dressä and shave for the day to find my office emptyä. Still.  
 
    I glancedä up at the clockä in irritationä. Seven-oh-five. Even one minute late was late enoughä in my mind. I hadn’t even consideredä that Alishaä might have issuesä gettingä to work at seven like I could, but I made a mental note to ask later if arrivingä at seven wouldä be an issueä.  
 
    I startedä the process of riflingä through the disclosureä when the doorsä to my office opened hurriedly at seven-twenty-three. My irritationä levelsä were boiling already, but one look at Alishaä’s taut body squeezedä into a modest wrap dressä and a blazerä, and I felt all that irritationä rapidly fadingä from my body. My body achedä for releaseä all over again as I took in thoseä shapely legs tucked into a pair of knee-high blackä bootsä. Her pale face was flushed cherryä red as she approached me with a nervousä glimmer in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorryä,” Alishaä startedä, “I know that I’m neverä late—” 
 
    “I’m not one for excuses,” I said curtly. “Please, sit down. We need to talk about what I expectä from you while you are workingä directly with me on this disclosureä.” 
 
    Alishaä immediately took a seat in the chair acrossä from my desk. The nervousä glintä in her eyes didn’t fade as I settled myselfä on the edge of the desk to let my eyes travelä up the length of her body. She shiftedä nervouslyä on the edge of her seat afterä a long minute passedä betweenä the two of us.  
 
    “There isn’t much about what I am goingä to expectä from you,” I said, crossing my arms. “All I care about is that you do your job and help me get through this disclosureä as fast as possibleä. We have a deadline to reachä.” 
 
    “Of courseä. I understand that, I—” 
 
    I held up a hand to interruptä her. “I expectä you to be here on time though. Twenty minutesä late isn’t appropriate, so pleaseä make sure that you are here early tomorrow morningä.” Alishaä’s face stiffenedä at thoseä commentsä, but she didn’t breakä eye contactä with me. “The only reason I come in early is because for an entireä hour in the morningä, I don’t have to worry about anythingä else. I get a lot done without distractions.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to be here on time,” Alishaä said quietlyä. “I understand everythingä you are expectingä from me.” 
 
    “Good. Go ahead and get a strategyä planned out for us this morningä. We’ll meet at noon to reviewä it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She rose from the chair without saying another word. I foundä my gaze settlingä on the curve of Alishaä’s backside as she walkedä out of my office in the direction of her desk. Adjustingä my tie, I sipped at my hot coffee while scrutinizingä the disclosureä carefully with one eye trainedä on the area whereä Alishaä sat.  
 
    The next few hours ticked by slowlyä with the occasionalä sneakä peak of Alishaä’s backside as she got up everyä once in a while to venture into the breakroomä for water. Havingä Alishaä close was goingä to be a true test of my self-control. I watchedä the tip of her tongueä poke out to moisten her full red lips while she pulled a sheaf of paperä closer to read it intentlyä. I groanedä inwardly at the gestureä and wondered what it wouldä be like to kiss thoseä lips. She scribbledä a few notes down with her free hand beforeä glancing upwardsä. 
 
    I stiffenedä in aggravation when I caught sightä of Jim Chambersä lingering by Alishaä’s desk. Againä. I had lost count how many timesä I’d foundä him standingä there. He was good at his job, and someone I rarelyä ever had to correctä, but I didn’t like the idea of him hoveringä over Alishaä anymore. Office romances were strictlyä prohibited in my eyes though I doubtedä that Alishaä was interested, judging from the uncomfortableä look on her face. I couldn’t even rememberä ever hearingä of Alishaä datingä anyone since her divorce. Cold fish. That was what some of the men around the office called her.  
 
    Risingä from my desk, I crossedä my office to linger in the doorwayä to catch theirä attention. Jim’s face darkenedä briefly beforeä a collectedä expression fell into placeä. He took a step back from Alishaä’s desk, but I already had a plan in mind.  
 
    “Hold on,” I said beforeä Jim could scurryä away. “I need your help, Mr. Chambersä.” 
 
    Jim quirked an eyebrowä at me cautiously and asked, “With what, Mr. Jackson?” 
 
    “I need you to help me move Ms. Townsend’s desk into the cornerä of my office,” I said coollyä. Alishaä’s mouth droppedä open in shock and I continuedä beforeä eitherä one of them could say a word. “Seeing that this disclosureä is so very important and time-consumingä, I wouldä like Ms. Townsend’s desk in my office for the time beingä. She can’t afford any more distractions.” 
 
    An angryä red filled Jim’s cheeksä, and his jaw workedä furiously for a momentä beforeä he nodded stifflyä at me.  
 
    “Of courseä,” he said. “I completelyä understand.” 
 
    Alishaä had gathered her thingsä from the desk when Jim and another employee stoppedä by to help lift her desk into my office. She huggedä her purse, castingä me a nervousä glance while chewing on the pad of her thumbä.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Alishaä asked. “It’s a bit much, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not really,” I repliedä smoothlyä, placing my hands in the pocketsä of my pants. “I need you close on this disclosureä. I am also not fond of Mr. Chambersä interrupting your work constantlyä, eitherä.” 
 
    “Is that really what this is all about?” 
 
    I didn’t bother answeringä the question because it meant addressing the jealousä smolder in my chest. Whileä the IT department came up to reconnectä Alishaä’s computer and phone linesä, I sat with her at my desk while we both read over the disclosureä. I kept my eyes riveted to the numbers on the pages on my desk to avoidä sending a smug look at in Jim Chambersä. It wasn’t even a competition, but I had made it quiteä clear—if anyone in this buildingä was goingä to have Alishaä Townsend, it was goingä to be me. No one else.  
 




 Chapter 4 
 
    Alishaä 
 
      
 
    There was no way in hell I wouldä ever get used to workingä in such close quarters with Seth Jackson. No way in hell.  
 
    I glancedä up from the stackä of papers in front of me to find Seth’s gaze fixatedä on the spaciousä windows that overlookedä the entireä city of Bostonä. A pen twirledä elegantly in thoseä dexterousä fingers while he continuedä to stare out at the city with an almost wistful look in his eyes. A very differentä expression comparedä to the ones I’ve seen beforeä: Cold. Distant. Irritatedä. Critical.  
 
    Nervesä bubbled in my stomachä while I focusedä my attention back on the pages in front of me. Workingä close to Seth also meant screeningä my phone calls as discreetly as possibleä…if Christian’s school even bothered to call me. I sighedä inwardly at the principalä’s promise to call if somethingä did happenä again. They could only do so much to navigate through the bullyingä, but Christian’s silence made it that much harder. It was the teachersä who had called me to express theirä concernsä about Christian beingä bulled both in school and on his way to the bus in the morningä.  
 
    Unfortunatelyä, Christian had inherited my traitä of goingä silent to avoidä confrontationä. He’d been that way since he was a baby, alwaysä so silent and guarded. It made him a primeä target for bulliesä. He didn’t like sports eitherä, preferringä his advanced classesä. He earned high grades all the time; it was just the socialä part that seemed to be takingä a bit more time.  
 
    And that was the main reason I’d been twenty minutesä late to work this morningä.  
 
    “But, Mom,” Christian had complained, shovingä his cereal bowl away. Milk had splashedä up over the edge onto the dining room tableä. “You startedä workingä late a few months ago. Now, you have to go in early? That means you have to drop me off early to face everybodyä. I’m goingä to be sittingä there like a loser.” 
 
    I wipedä up the puddle of milk from the dining room tableä. “What else can I do, Christian? I have to pay the billsä somehowä.” 
 
    A dark scowl tugged at Christian’s face as he hunkeredä down in his chair. He pushed his bowl furtherä away when I pushed it back.  
 
    “You can tell your boss you have other thingsä to do,” he said. “Like take your kid to school at a normal time.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” I said in exasperation. “Honey, this job is important. It pays for everythingä that we have. Being an adultä means doing thingsä that have to be done, even if you don’t want to sometimesä.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be an adultä to do that,” Christian grumbled darklyä. “I already have to do thingsä I don’t wanna do because of your work.” 
 
    I droppedä the dishclothä in the chair in frustration. Proppingä my hands on my hips, I glaredä down at Christian, who blinkedä up at me indifferently. My angerä neverä swayed him anymore. Raisingä a prepubescent teenageä boy meant a wholeä new ball game of parenting that I had no notes on.  
 
    “I’m sorryä, Christian,” I said. “The bulliesä are beingä watchedä. We’ve talkedä to the principalä about it. I can’t shelter you from this rightä now. I’m already goingä to be late to work.” 
 
    “Whatever, Mom.” 
 
    He slippedä out of his chair to head upstairs to showerä. I smoothedä a hand over my face beforeä picking up the half-eaten, soggy cereal. It occurred to me then that my grandmotherä had avoidedä picking up Christian this morningä because of his moodiness. It bothered me she said she wouldä help but didn’t, She didn’t want to deal with it because she didn’t know how. Neither one of us could deal with it, partlyä because our bribes neverä workedä anymore. He was no longerä that sweet, caringä littleä boy who took my hand wheneverä we walkedä to the bus stop together.  
 
    I chewedä on the insideä of my lip as I typed up the last bit of my presentationä to show Seth beforeä lunchtime. I needed to get ahead as much as I possiblyä could in case I had to excuseä myselfä a bit early to pick up Christian.  
 
    Saving the presentationä to my laptopä, I workedä up the courage to rise from my chair to walk acrossä the spaciousä office to gain Seth’s attention. My stomachä fluttered when thoseä icy blue eyes cut straight through me.  
 
    “I have a strategyä,” I said nervouslyä. “If you aren’t busy—” 
 
    “Let’s see it,” Seth interruptedä, rising from his chair motioningä in the direction of the conference room down the hall. “I’m a bit curiousä to see what you’ve come up with. You’ve been workingä hard over there, seeing you have no distractions now.” 
 
    That part was nice, though I didn’t admitä it out loud as I followed Seth out of his office to the conference room. The office was abuzzä as usualä with ringing phonesä and chatterä. Tucked away in the quietä of Seth’s office, I did have a lot more time to concentrateä on what needed to be completed. It also helped that I didn’t have Jim Chambersä stoppingä by my desk everyä single time he was on a breakä.  
 
    Seth held the conference doorsä open for me to step through. I quickly connectedä my laptopä to the projector, willingä my hands to stop tremblingä. This wasn’t the first time I had been in close contactä with Seth. I’d givenä him plenty of presentations over the yearsä. Somethingä was differentä about it this time, and though I couldn’t placeä my thumbä on it; there was a subtle changeä in the air around Seth.  
 
    He took a seat at the head of the conference tableä and folded his hands neatlyä in front of him. The whiteä button up shirtä he wore today was rolledä up to his elbows, revealingä muscular forearmsä. A bit of dark chest hair peeked out whereä the upper two buttonsä of his shirtä were undone. He glancedä at his wristwatch with a frownä.  
 
    “I can do this afterä—” I startedä, takingä that as a sign of impatienceä.  
 
    “Let’s do it now,” Seth said. “Let’s go through the presentationä while we can. The rest of the day is goingä to be hectic for me.” 
 
    I grabbed the small remoteä from the center of the tableä to powerä on the projector. “Of courseä. So, I’ll go ahead and startä quickly then.” 
 
    Numbers had alwaysä been a source of comfortä for me as a childä. I turned off the nervesä bubbling in my stomachä as I went over the various powerpointä slides with differentä chartsä. Business had been my escapeä from my broken heartä when I foundä out about Todd’s new family. It was the primaryä reason I had excelled at my job over the yearsä, while everyone else believedä it was Seth giving me personal favors. In truth, I hardlyä knew the man behindä Jackson Finance, other than a few basic detailsä.  
 
    Now, here I was giving him a presentationä that he trusted me to do, and my workspaceä has been temporarily relocatedä to his office, within his privateä spaceä away from everyone else. Thingsä had shiftedä in ways that provoked my body to thrumä with anticipation.  
 
    Warmthä flooded through me when I glancedä back at Seth once I reached the end of the PowerPointä. He sat back with an impressed smileä, foldingä his hands behindä the back of his head.  
 
    “Impressive,” he said. “I like it. I like it a lot.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said a bit breathlesslyä. “I was worried you might not like this strategyä, but I do think it will work.”  
 
    Seth rockedä back in his chair with a smileä that showed off his pearly whiteä teethä. “I think so, too. Good work, Alishaä. This is why I chose you to help me.” 
 
    “The othersä have alwaysä thought you give me personal favors,” I said, fiddlingä with the projector remoteä. “I just happenä to be good at my job, that’s all.” 
 
    “Very good at your job,” he said seriously.  
 
    A knockä on the conference door interruptedä us. One of the receptionists from down in the lobby, a youngä female with dark curlyä hair and an impressive bust, stepped in with a large bag in hand. She smiledä charminglyä in Seth’s direction when he twisted around in the chair to look in her direction. 
 
    “Your lunch is here, Mr. Jackson,” she said. “I thought I wouldä personallyä deliver it to you.” 
 
    It took all my strengthä not to roll my eyes at the sultry tone of her wordsä. The receptionistä on the bottomä floor of Jackson Finance was alwaysä youngä and alwaysä had her eyes on Seth, mainlyä because of his fit physique and big bank account.  
 
    “Thank you,” Seth said. He turned to look at me as I closedä my laptopä, unpluggingä it from the projector. “Alisha, sit down. I ordered enoughä food for us both today.” 
 
    “Oh,” I blinkedä in surprise at that as he took the bag from the youngä womanä. “That’s quiteä all rightä. My Nana alwaysä packsä me lunch.” 
 
    The womanä snorted underä her breathä, and Seth sent her a scorching look that had her scramblingä for the doorsä. 
 
    “Not to rag on your grandmotherä’s cooking,” he said, returningä his gaze to mine. “I’m sure this is goingä to be betterä, though. Sit down, pleaseä.” 
 
    Whateverä was in the bag did smellä amazing. I could detectä the delicious aromaä of seared meat and garlicä. I sat down on the edge of my chair nervouslyä while Seth pulled out a few containers. He pushed one acrossä the tableä to me alongä with cutleryä. I opened the lid to find myselfä blasted with the savoryä scent of lamb chopsä and garlicä mashed potatoesä. I lookedä up to find Seth’s eyes fixatedä on mine with an amused smileä tuggingä at his lips. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, a smileä spreading acrossä my lips too. “Much betterä than my Nana’s leftoversä from last nightä.” 
 
    “I figured that. No disrespectä intended.” 
 
    “None taken,” I groanedä when I took a heftyä bite of mashed potatoesä. “This is so good. I won’t be starving at the end of the day like usualä.” 
 
    Seth chuckledä.  
 
    “I have to say,” he said, digging into his containerä. “Most womenä who eat in front of me don’t ever eat.” 
 
    “I love food, so you don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    We fell into silence while we ate. Closing the now emptyä containerä, I tossedä it into the trashcan next to the door. Nervesä suddenlyä consumed me again.  
 
    “I’m sorryä about beingä late this morningä,” I blurtedä out. “I had issuesä this morningä. I know you don’t like hearingä excuses, but it was my son. He’s at this awkwardä age of not beingä a kid, but also not beingä a teenager yet. There have been issuesä at school with some other kids beingä bulliesä, so he didn’t want to be droppedä off early this morningä.” 
 
    Seth remainedä quietä as he wipedä his hands clean and tossedä his emptyä containerä into the trashä can as well.  
 
    “What time does school startä?” he asked.  
 
    “It startsä at eight. I usually drop him off at seven-forty-five because these older kids are in early morningä classesä by then.” 
 
    “Well, startä at eight then,” Seth said, noddingä. “Just roll your sleeves up in the morningä to get caught up.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair, surprisedä to hear the accommodation. I didn’t expectä sympathyä or for him to let me come in at my usualä time.  
 
    “Are-are you sure?” I asked. “I can stillä be here at seven. It’s just goingä to take—” 
 
    “You have responsibilities outside of work,” Seth said, wavingä my protest away. “Tell your son to keep his chin up. Those bulliesä usually turn out to be real losersä in life later on.” 
 
    Warmthä spreadä through me when Seth shot me a Cheshire smileä. I gathered my laptopä from the conference tableä and followed him back to his office. I didn’t want to admitä it, but I was startingä to believe the same thingä that everyone else in the office believedä: that Seth Jackson was a bit soft when it came to me. I didn’t want to admitä what that did to my insides eitherä.  
 




 Chapter 5 
 
    Seth 
 
      
 
    I splashedä cold water on my heatedä face to cool myselfä down. What the hell was I doing? My lunchtime was my privateä time to get away from work for an hour. Inviting Alishaä into that time broughtä her into that time with me. Not because I felt obligatedä to share lunch with her, but because I likedä having her around. The thought occurred to me when we were walkingä back to my office to resume the rest of the workdayä.  
 
    I had left Alishaä at her desk to startä organizing the papers into theirä respectiveä piles while I retreatedä to the privateä washroom to composeä myselfä. Drying my face with a towelä, I lookedä up to gaze at myselfä in the mirror.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I whisperedä, shaking my head. “First lunch. Then, lettingä her come into work later.” 
 
    Maybe the rumors were rightä about my feelings when it came to Alishaä. Maybe I was soft when it came to her, but she neverä took advantageä of it. The surprise in her eyes was the evidence of that when I told her to come in later to help out with her son in the morningä. Bulliesä. I’d learned a thingä or two about bulliesä when I was a kid.  
 
    My fatherä had been the typicalä mean alcoholic who told me to eitherä suck it up or fightä back when a coupleä of older kids on the block had beaten the shit out of me over a bike. It was a damn harshä lesson to fightä for what I wantedä. I had taken that lesson all the way throughout my life while buildingä up Jackson Finance. I stillä rememberedä the day I had crawled home with tearsä in my eyes and a bloodyä lip, only to have my fatherä slap me even harder. “Find your balls now, Seth,” he had spat. “If you don’t, you’re goingä to be a damn wuss for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I tossedä the towelä into the hamperä next to the bed beforeä exitingä the privateä room. The nice sightä of Alishaä bent over her desk riflingä through a coupleä of pages greetedä me the secondä I opened the door. My mouth went instantly dry as lust spiraledä rightä through me. Her taut bottomä was perfect. I could imagineä myselfä gripping thoseä sensualä hips while I rammed myselfä into her repeatedlyä— 
 
    Alishaä turned around to give me an odd look. “Is everythingä okay, Mr. Jackson? You look a bit flushed.” 
 
    My cock twitched insideä of my pants. I hurriedä over to sit down at my desk beforeä Alishaä could spot the real reason why I felt flushed. Nothingä about beingä sick.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, a bit harsher than I intended. “Carry on. Don’t let me distract you.” 
 
    Alishaä chewedä on her bottomä lip as she slowlyä turned back around to sort through the piles again. I glancedä down at the bulge in my pants with an aggravated sigh. There was no way in hell that I could get up now, and judging from the painfulä ache in my crotch, it wouldä take a lot of willpowerä on my part to keep myselfä underä control.  
 
    I diverted my attention to my computer screenä and scrolled through a few emails that needed repliesä. That did littleä to keep my attention away from the sightä of Alishaä constantlyä bending over her desk to go through the piles. The three upper buttonsä of her creamä-colored blouse were undone, giving my greedyä eyes the opportunityä to take in the littleä bit of cleavage visibleä. I wantedä to bury my teethä there to nibble and suck.  
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