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      Pretending to be a couple in love might prove mutually beneficial, but faking their feelings isn't so easy to wrap up in a neat package.

      

      Career-focused Kellie Doyle needs a serious boyfriend by Christmas to appease her parents. Anderson Frost is more than happy to volunteer for the job and he has the perfect cover story to hide the truth from his rival co-worker. Mutual attraction makes the ruse easy, but their feelings may not be as fake as they pretend.
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      “You what?” Weaving through the stacks of boxes in her parents’ living room, Kellie Doyle tried and failed to rein in her confusion, disappointment, and, as usual, her temper. Not even the view of fluffy snowflakes promising a white Christmas in northeast Ohio could counter this setback.

      Her stomach knotted. This was her childhood home, the house her great-grandparents had built.

      The house where I was supposed to have a family.

      Frustration swept over her in an instant, a reminder of how that to-do item had worked out so far. Being unwillingly attracted to a player wasn’t helping the matter.

      Her mom calmly folded a framed photo from the mantel in bubble wrap and placed it in the box on the wide stone hearth. “We’re going to sell the house instead of renting it out. After doing some research, we decided we don’t want the hassle of being a landlord and all the responsibilities and issues that go with it.”

      “And you didn’t even think to talk to me about it?”

      With uncharacteristic callousness, the woman who’d given birth to her and raised her to be self-reliant and independent shrugged as she cast a quick glance in Kellie’s direction. “We just met with the realtor yesterday, and you’ve been out of town most of the week. How was your trip? Boston, wasn’t it? Did you have time to sightsee? It’s not like you need the space. This house needs a family. A couple. With children. A dog and a cat. Some goats or alpacas or something. Besides, how would you take care of twenty acres by yourself?”

      Oh goody, another conversation about being thirty-eight and single. Do you hear the ticking clock and squeaky door closing, ovaries?

      Kellie cursed the tightness in her throat and sank onto the stepladder her mother had probably used to reach the books at the top of the built-in shelves by the fireplace. “That’s not the point. What if I want it anyway?”

      “You’re as stubborn now as you were when you were two and had to do everything on your own.” Setting aside the piece of tissue paper in her hand, her mom finally looked her in the eye. “Your father and I will make a deal with you. If you show us you’re serious about settling down in the next ten days, we’ll sell you the house. If not, it goes on the market the day after New Year’s like we planned. When was the last time you went on a date?”

      “That’s blackmail! You know I have to travel for work or kiss everything I’ve worked for goodbye.” Was steam coming out of her ears? The thought of losing her seniority to a certain skirt-chasing flirt named Anderson Frost made her sick to her stomach. Summoning his image whenever she used her favorite vibrator was horrifying enough. “Do you have any idea how many men with jobs that require travel haven’t asked me for a second date because my job requires it? I didn’t scrape and claw my way to where I am so I could give it up for mediocre-ever-after and a job I hate.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, Kellie Kristina.”

      Seriously? You’re doing the middle-name thing?

      If her mom wanted the truth, Kellie would tell her the truth. Lunch with Frost and a few co-workers three times recently didn’t count as dates. “Two years, eleven months, and…” What day is it? December twenty-first, right? “Twenty-eight days. Or we can round it up to three years if you prefer. That’s how long since I went out with someone I thought might accept the fact that I have a successful career, not just a job.”

      Silence reigned long enough for her to finally swallow past the lump and blink away the unwanted tears trying to spill past her lashes. Damn it, why did she have to cry when she was angry? Better yet, why did she have to remember random details like the exact day of her last second date? Maybe because it had turned into a disaster of a Christmas Eve because she’d accidentally called her date Anderson when he’d leaned in to kiss her?

      “Have you signed up for one of those dating apps?” Her mother’s voice held a little more compassion, sounding almost normal.

      “Yes. Several.”

      “Maybe—”

      “Mom, there are four types of men on those apps in my experience—those who are looking for a sugar mama, those who feel threatened by women who make more money than they do, those who expect the woman to sacrifice her job and start popping out babies, and those who want to get laid. Not all of us have the benefit of meeting our soul mate in kindergarten.” The usual stab of jealousy sank deeper this time. “While I’m not against sex, I’d like more than that from a relationship at this point in my life.”

      “Casual sex is too dangerous anyway.” Her mom handed her a tissue. “Did you look at the adult-toy website I texted you last week? Even if you do get married, it doesn’t mean you have to get rid of your vibrators. Your dad and I—”

      Kellie’s cell chirped twice in quick succession, saving her from hearing about how much better her parents’ sex life was than her own. “I need to check that. I’m expecting a message from a client.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she popped up from her makeshift seat on the ladder and hurried to the kitchen counter where she’d left her purse. Another chirp sang out as she pulled her phone from the outside pocket. The name on the screen triggered a disconcerting surge of annoyance and anticipation.

      “Call me.”

      Of all people. What do you want, Frost? She navigated to her messages to read the first and second texts.

      “Check your email.”

      “Proposition.”

      That word coming from the bane of her existence should’ve sent a chill down her spine. Instead, heat spread through her lower belly, her nipples tightened, and her vaginal muscles twitched.

      Oh hell, no.

      She refused to fall victim to those cool gray eyes, chiseled cheekbones, and irresistible lips, especially when the flirt used them to his advantage every chance he got. He’d probably slept with more women than an old set of pay-by-the-hour motel sheets.

      The sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach dove to her knees when she skimmed the new arrival in her inbox. A short-and-to-the-point email from the CEO of Endeavors, Inc. included information for the mandatory monthly meeting with all eight business consultants tomorrow morning and news of an important announcement, followed by an invitation encouraging the attendance of families, spouses, significant others, and partners at the annual holiday party on Friday. The company prided itself on its family-friendly events and progressive policies. Unfortunately, that meant she was often stuck socializing with the only other single employee at every party, banquet, and picnic—the cad who wanted her accounts and fifteen minutes in a broom closet with her.

      She jumped at the sudden jingling of her phone and nearly dropped it in the kitchen sink. Anderson’s name appeared, sparking another tingle between her thighs. “What do you want, Frost?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Unable to resist the opening his not-quite nemesis provided, Anderson Frost grinned into his third cup of coffee before taking a drink and lowering the mug to his desk. “That’s a loaded question if I’ve ever heard one.”

      The long moment of silence was, without a doubt, punctuated by a roll of Kellie Doyle’s gorgeous brown eyes. The huskiness of her voice permeated his skin as she spoke, waking his dick. “I should’ve known your proposition would be of a sexual nature. You’re so predictable, Andy. Good thing we’re off the clock, or I’d report you.”

      He let loose a genuinely amused laugh, despite her insult and threat. Her fiery personality tempted him as much as her intelligence, drive, and beauty. “Sex is welcome but optional, Kay-Kay.”

      She growled in his ear but didn’t call him out for using the nickname she hated. After all, turnabout was fair play since she’d addressed him as Andy first.

      Resting his elbows on the desk, he steepled his fingers under his chin. “Are you free for lunch today? About eleven thirty? I have some insider information on Leslie’s mandatory meeting and I want to discuss it with you.”

      He could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. As teasers went, no way would she be able to resist this one. Her senior consultant status meant everything to her, that much was clear after working on the same team with her for a little more than three years, and she would defend her title to the death.

      “Lunch.” She paused long enough to make him question the viability of his proposition. “Okay. The Thai place in Hudson at eleven thirty. Don’t be late.”

      “Of course not. Perfect. See you soon.” Not giving her a chance to back out, he ended the call and leaned back in his chair.

      He’d waited over a year for the right opportunity to come along, plotting his path and planning every move with a well-thought-out business strategy. This morning’s email signaled the time to implement it, and failing wasn’t an option.

      After clocking an hour and a half on final adjustments to his newest client’s five-year business plan, he added a sport coat to his khakis-and-button-down-shirt attire, ready to face off with his contentious colleague. Kellie was a challenging adversary, and he had no intention of underestimating her self-preservation skills.

      Spying her practical hatchback in the parking lot fifteen minutes later set his pulse pounding. He parked next to her at eleven twenty-five and shook his head at her ability to always stay one step ahead of him.

      She won’t be for long.

      With a classic bouquet of red roses clutched in his fist and his collar turned up against the cold, he crossed to the entrance of the restaurant. Her gaze met his as he stepped into the hostess area, and one arched jet-black eyebrow rose.

      “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.” He smiled as he handed her the carefully wrapped bundle of flowers and then leaned in to kiss her cheek. Her flushed skin warmed his entire body, assuring him he’d made the right decision. “Would you like help with your coat?”

      The tip of her tongue slipped out to wet her lips, luring him back for a real taste of her. Something flashed in her eyes for an instant before she reverted to her usual walled-off coolness. She nodded. “Yes, thank you. And thank you for the flowers. They’re…unexpected.”

      Action item #1 complete. Nudge her off-balance.

      “You’re very welcome.” He grasped her collar and eased the thigh-length red coat from her shoulders, her silky black hair and the soft sweater beneath teasing his fingertips. “Ready to check in with the hostess?”

      “Yes.” Her weighty stare remained glued on him as he draped her coat over his left arm and offered his right to her.

      Was she trying to see into his mind? If she succeeded, she wouldn’t believe what she saw, of that he was certain.

      Two minutes later, they sat across from each other at a table in the farthest corner of the dining room. It didn’t keep her from using that aloof expression to her advantage. “Lunch, flowers, a kiss on the cheek. What do you want, Anderson?”

      His ability to pull off a neutral expression was nearly as good as hers, but a grin tickled his facial muscles at her directness. He hadn’t expected anything less.

      Aiming a wide smile at her, he picked up his menu. “I’m thinking about having the broccoli-mango stir-fry with pork. You?”

      She kicked him under the table with one of the sexy high-heeled boots that allowed her to stand nearly eye-to-eye with him. “Was that your shin? Sorry. I’m getting the pad see-ew with shrimp.”

      Decisive, willing to exact revenge when it’s called for, and subtle with the admonitions. Feisty, just the way I like her.

      He admired those qualities in her, but did she really see him? “Appetizer? Soup?”

      “No, thank you.” Her polite yet blunt tone warned him her patience wouldn’t last much longer. “Can we get to the—”

      Their server arrived and Kellie immediately recited her drink and entrée order. Following her lead, he did the same. The gray-haired woman retreated toward the kitchen a few seconds later, leaving him alone with Kellie again.

      Before she could ask the million-dollar question he was sure had been her intention, he tackled the first topic he’d invited her to lunch to discuss. “Leslie’s adding an international consultant position to the team. Mostly online through teleconferencing. No more than once-a-quarter travel. I want it.”

      She blinked at him like he’d sprouted horns—devil’s horns. “How do you know that?”

      “I was approached last week before I flew to Seattle.” Anticipation and a hint of nervousness swirled in his gut.

      Action item #2. Tell the truth.

      “Approached. Last week.” Her noncommittal expression and neutral voice gave him no clue how she felt about the revelation.

      “Yes.” He clasped his hands in front of him with his forearms resting on the edge of the table, ready for the next item on his list. “However, Leslie implied the new position’s being created to provide a consultant with more time for their spouse, partner, significant other, and/or family since travel has been a substantial part of the current job description.”

      A spark in Kellie’s gaze suggested she didn’t need any further explanation, that she knew exactly what he had in mind. Even so, she made no move to speak.

      That’s my cue.

      He took heart in the fact that she didn’t decline before he could even ask the question. “I find myself in need of a serious girlfriend, and I’ve chosen you.”
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