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Book 1: The Baby Bargain

CHAPTER 1:  Harker
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Harker glanced at his watch. Alison was late. Again. She was the most brilliant woman he’d ever met but she needed to work on her punctuality. “Alison!” he yelled.

“Don’t bellow at her. She’s not your dog.” Merri sat across from him at the table in his office looking as perfectly put together as always. 

They’d been friends since junior high and she never had a hair out of place. She looked like a blonde cover girl model, but it’d always been her kindness and intelligence that’d attracted him. She’d fallen for his college roommate, Tobias, and that’d been the end of Harker’s infatuation with Merri. Even back then he’d known that it wasn’t worth losing the only two friends he had over a one-sided crush.

“I know she’s not my dog, but she’s late.” He’d like her to be his sub, but he had more important plans for her. “Alison, get in here now!”

“She’s getting your lunch.” Merri sent him a disgusted look. “Stop yelling. She’ll be here when she’s done.”

“Did he yell? I thought that was his normal tone.” Alison swooped into his office like a refreshing breeze.

Harker swore the energy in the room crackled whenever Alison was in it. She was a whirlwind of movement, both her body and her mouth. The first time he’d met her he’d been fascinated by the barrage of words that’d flowed effortlessly from her lips. They were both rambling and humorous. He’d become even more fascinated over the months that he’d known her, always waiting to see what odd or inappropriate thing would come from her soft pink lips.

Alison dropped a wrapped deli sub, a bag of chips and a can of cola in front of Merri. “That’s the only tone he ever uses around me.”

“Maybe if you were on time, I wouldn’t.” Most people, besides Merri and Tobias, treated him with deference because of his wealth but not Alison. She didn’t seem to care about his money or power. It annoyed and excited him.

“Please.” Her brown eyes sparkled with amusement. “You scream at me when I’m in my office and I’m not late then. I’m working.” She dug in the bag from the deli.

“I do not scream.” He held out his hand. He was starving. “Screaming implies hysterics and I’m never hysterical.”

“You can say that again. Dour is more like it.” She dropped a wrapped sub in his hand and then put a water and a bag of apple slices on his desk.

“He was even dour in college.” Merri laughed.

“I was not. I was serious and hard-working. We wouldn’t have this business if I hadn’t been.”

“Tobias and I worked hard too.” Merri opened her bag of chips. “But we also knew how to have fun.” Her eyes met his and then darted to Alison who was seated across the table with her lunch in front of her.

He gave Merri a glare and shook his head. She’d noticed his interest in Alison and had mentioned, more times than he could count, that he should ask her out. What Merri didn’t understand and what he couldn’t tell her was that he had no plans on dating Alison. He had another arrangement in mind that would be beneficial to both of them. All he had to do was find the right time to make her the offer. It may require a little persuading at first, but he’d convince her. He always figured out a way to get what he wanted.

Alison opened her bag of chips. “Speaking of having fun. I’m going on a—”

“Where are my chips? And why do I have water? I want a soda.”

“Because you need to start eating better.” Alison chomped on a chip. “You’re not a young man anymore. You have to watch your cholesterol and blood pressure.”

“I’m not old.” That was so insulting. “I’m in great shape.” He worked out every day and saw women, young women, checking him out all the time.

“You said your blood pressure was high. Chips are loaded with salt and that’s not good for high blood pressure.”

“My blood pressure is high because you drive me crazy.”

“Me?” She pointed at herself. “What do I do?”

“Do you really want me to start? It’s a long list.” He unwrapped his sandwich. “What’s this? It’s not what I ordered.” It was full of vegetables.

“It is what you ordered. Roast beef.”

He stared at the sandwich and opened it slowly not wanting to see what vegetables she’d had them add.

“It’s not going to bite you,” said Alison.

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Then why are you opening it like it’s going to attack you?” She tried and failed to keep the laughter out of her voice. 

Normally, he loved her sense of humor. She could find fun in anything but not when she was torturing him. “Why did you do this to me?” He looked at her. “I’m a good guy. I pay you well.”

“They’re vegetables, not poison.” She rolled her eyes at him. 

“I hate tomatoes.”

“There are no tomatoes on there even though I can’t understand how anyone can hate tomatoes.” She sighed pulling one from her sandwich and biting into it. “They are so yummy and good for you.”

The look of pure satisfaction on her face made the blood rush to his cock. He wanted her looking at him like that after he made her come or better yet, when she had his dick in her mouth. Shit. She had him wanting to be a fucking tomato.

“But it’s fine if you don’t like them. To each his own and all that.” She waved her sandwich at him. “I had them add extra green peppers. You like those.” 

He almost groaned as she pulled another tomato from her sandwich and licked the mayonnaise off it. Merri snorted.

He tore his gaze away from Alison and gave Merri a quick “shut up” look. “I do like green peppers but why is there so much lettuce. I didn’t order a salad.”

“You should’ve,” Alison muttered around a bite of her sandwich.

“I may as well have. I can barely see the meat. This is not double meat. I like double meat.”

“Meat isn’t good for you, especially deli meat. It’s full of nitrates, fat and sodium.”

“There’s no cheese.” He picked at the vegetables. 

“Your cholesterol.” Alison turned toward Merri. “Does he know nothing about health?”

“He’s a man. Men think they can continue to eat like they’re in their twenties and they’re too stubborn to listen to good advice...about a lot of things.” Merri gave him an exasperated look before glancing at Alison.

“I know about health and I don’t have high cholesterol. Why do you think I do?” Talking to Alison was like mental calisthenics.

“You said you were going to have a heart attack.” Alison took a big bite of her sandwich, trying to look innocent.

“I never...” He was going to strangle her. “I said that because you make me crazy and you’re going to give me a heart attack, not because I have high cholesterol.” He snatched her bag of chips.

“Hey, those are mine.” 

“You should’ve gotten me chips instead of these.” He tossed the apples at her.

“I’m not the one complaining about my blood pressure and my heart.” She threw the apples across the desk, smacking him in the chest. “Give me back my chips.”

“No”—he leaned forward and dumped them in the middle of the table—"but I’ll share.”

“They’re my chips,” she huffed as she took one. “You have apples.”

“I’ll share those too.” He opened the bag and dropped them in the middle of the table next to the chips. “And I’ll forgive you for the shitty sandwich.” He closed it and took a bite.

“I’m not apologizing.” She sent him a challenging look. “You should be thanking me. Vegetables are good for you.”

“So is squashing impertinence.” He frowned at her. “But we can talk about that later. Now, let’s hear how the facial recognition enhancement is going with my software.” He stressed the word “my” because it annoyed the shit out of her. He loved watching her bristle and struggle to keep from arguing with him. He was pretty sure that one day she was going to go off like a hot tea kettle.

She’d spent countless hours writing this code. It was more hers than his, except he owned it. He’d leverage that possessiveness of hers to get what he wanted. 

She was young, in good health, extremely intelligent and for some reason his cock wanted her like it hadn’t wanted anyone since he’d been a horny teenager. He’d weighed all the pros and cons and had decided that she was the perfect woman to bear his child.
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Alison finished giving Merri and Harker the update on her progress. She was proud of this. This program was hers. She’d taken the shell from a previous programmer and had expanded on it, making it unique.

“That’s amazing. No, you’re amazing.” Merri smiled at Alison. “You’re way ahead of schedule.” 

“Thank you.” Alison glanced at Harker.

He stared at his computer, the glow from the screen making the smattering of gray at his temples shine almost silver in his dark hair. She should be used to his reticence by now but for some reason it hurt her feelings. She didn’t need someone to praise her all the time, but she worked hard for this man—long hours, holidays, weekends—and he barely ever acknowledged her accomplishments.

“We should celebrate.” Merri sent a cautious glance  toward Harker.

Alison had noticed the many quiet exchanges between the two tonight. She wondered again if they were having an affair. She had to grind her teeth together to keep her big mouth shut. Tobias adored his wife and didn’t deserve to be treated this way.

“The four of us should go out.” Merri grabbed her phone. “I’ll call Tobias and—”

“Alison, do you think you can have a demo ready next week?” Harker continued to stare at his laptop.

“A canned demo? Sure. I can modify the one we made for the initial funding and prep the screenshots and—”

“No. Live.” He tapped his screen. “I’m sure I can get a meeting arranged—”

“Live? Next week? You mean like we’ll scan someone’s face and watch it work?”

“Exactly.” His dark eyes met hers over his laptop. “Is that a problem? From what you claimed in this meeting it shouldn’t be an issue.”

“I said several core components were done but they’ve never been linked together and tested.”

“Then link them and test it.”

“I will.” Now, she remembered why she hated this job as much as she loved it. Him. This man was never satisfied.

“By Wednesday.”

“No. That’s not possible.”

“That’s five days from now. Seems more than possible to me.”

“Five? No.” She shook her head. “I have this weekend off, remember?”

“Plans change.” His lips turned up in a half-smirk.

“Harker,” Merri scolded him. “We agreed that Alison could have this weekend off. We’re not making her work.”

She bit the inside of her mouth to keep from pointing out that she shouldn’t have to get approval to have a weekend off.

“I agreed to that before I had all the data.” Harker leaned back in his chair.

“I’m being punished for getting things done early?” This man was unbelievable. Every freaking time she thought she knew how much of a jerk he could be, he surprised her in a horrible way.

“If you think working here is a punishment”—his eyes darkened and dipped for a moment—“you have no idea what punishment is.”

If she didn’t know better, she would’ve sworn he’d looked at her breasts. Of course, that’d be a joke because first, her breasts had never drawn a man’s gaze and second, Harker wasn’t a man. Not really. He was a boss. A machine that did nothing but work.

“Enough.” Merri stood. “We can all use the weekend off and we can discuss the project timeline on Monday. Admit it, Harker. A night out with just the four of us will be fun. We’ll eat, have some drinks, dance. Get to know each other better.”

There was that secret undertone again. Alison wasn’t going to be the decoy to keep Tobias entertained while these two fooled around right in front of his face.

“I suppose it can wait a night.” He frowned, his dark gaze on her again. “Make the arrangements. Alison and I will meet you and Tobias later tonight.”

“Tonight?” Even after working for him for almost a year, the intensity of his gaze still made her uncomfortable. It was like he was studying her, analyzing her and she had no idea why. Men never studied her. Most males barely gave her a second glance. She wasn’t particularly attractive. Her hair was long and brown with a tendency to frizz in the humidity. She was tall and on the thin side. Her breasts were small and her face, while not unattractive, wasn’t anything that’d make anyone take a second look. She often thought she should’ve been a spy because people never really saw her. Unfortunately, her tendency to yammer on about everything had killed those dreams.

However, for some odd reason, Harker looked at her. He saw her. He didn’t seem to know what to make of her but at least he looked. That was probably why she’d stayed at this job. He was arrogant, demanding and could be a jerk but she liked him. Plus, the money was really good.

“Yes, tonight.” He watched her as if she were a bug under a glass.

“Sorry. I can’t tonight.” She liked her job, but she needed more than work. She needed a life and a man. It’d been way too long since she’d had sex. “Maybe tomorrow.”

“Why can’t you join us for dinner tonight?” He closed his laptop. 

“Because I have a date.” She grinned like a fool. She was so excited. She probably wouldn’t get laid tonight but if things went well with Randy the possibility of sex was in her future again. 
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“A date?” Merri’s eyes widened and she glanced at Harker. “That’s wonderful. Who is he? Where did you meet. This is so exciting. Tell me everything about this mystery man.”

Normally, Harker would’ve wanted to wipe that smirk from Merri’s face but today the only thing going through his mind was, Hell no. The future mother of his child was not going out and getting laid by some strange dick. He’d tie her to his bed before he let that happen. His cock rose at the thought of Alison restrained, looking up at him, licking those pink lips but his dick deflated as she began talking. 

“His name is Randy.” She almost vibrated with excitement. “He finally asked me out. We met online a few weeks ago and we’ve been video chatting. He’s so nice. He’s an architect and shy and...”

Alison’s brown eyes sparkled, and her smile was wide and natural. The blood rushed back to his dick. He’d never noticed how wide her mouth was. Probably because she never smiled like that for him, but she would. He almost groaned as he imagined her on her knees, smiling up at him before she opened that big mouth of hers and swallowed his cock.

“So, you’re looking forward to this date?” Merri gave him an I-told-you-so look.

He ignored her and shifted slightly, trying to tamp down his desire. He was forty years old not some teenage boy with no control over his dick. 

“Where are the two of you going?” asked Merri.

“Nowhere.” He didn’t even flinch as both women fell silent and turned, staring at him. Merri had an amused expression on her face, but Alison was surprised. Too bad. She’d surprised him with the news of this date. He’d thought they’d spent almost every waking moment together for almost a year but apparently, she’d found some time to video chat with some ass-wipe named Randy. “You’re not going on this date.”

“Excuse me?” Alison’s tone held a hint of warning.

He ignored it. “You heard me.” He put his hand on his computer. “There’s work to do.” 

“Not for me. I have the weekend off.”

“Not any longer.” He wasn’t letting her out of his sight. He wasn’t risking her womb being infiltrated by this other man’s sperm.

“We just discussed this. I have the weekend off. You can’t change your mind.” She glanced at Merri for help, but the other woman remained silent, watching them like they were her favorite TV show.

“I can. I’m the boss.” He was growing tired of her constant resistance to his authority.

“I’ve worked every weekend for the last ten months. I come in early and work late every day. All I do is work.”

“I know. You’ve proven that you’re smart and dedicated. You know that when there’s work to be done sacrifices are made. Which is why I’m confused that you still think you’re going on a date tonight.” He almost snarled at the thought of her sitting and chatting with some stranger. The man touching her. Kissing her. Fuck, that was so not going to happen. She was his. He’d found her and chosen her. 

“I’m going because you gave me the weekend off. Which I shouldn’t have had to ask for. It’s the weekend. I’ve already worked over eighty hours this week.”

“As have I.”

“It’s your company.”

“Good. You understand.” He leaned forward. “I’m your boss.”

“You’re an ass.”

He tipped his head in agreement. “When I have to be.”

“Well, Gus—” She leaned toward him.

“Don’t call me that.” His words were soft, a warning.

“Harker.” Merri’s tone was cautious. She knew him well enough to know he was one whisper away from exploding.

“I’m not working this weekend, Gus.” Alison glared at him. 

She should know better than to push him, but he’d never had to show her this side of him. She’d always obeyed—with a snarky attitude many times but she’d bowed to his demands like a good sub. No, she wasn’t his sub and she’d never be his sub. She was a good employee and soon she’d be a good mother, but that was it. “You are working this weekend and if you call me Gus one more time, I’ll—”

“Harker don’t.” Merri stood. “Let’s everyone take a deep breath and we can talk about this like adults.”

“There’s nothing to discuss.” He was the boss. He’d made his decision and Alison would just have to deal with it.

“On that we agree.” Alison picked up her laptop. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

“If you leave, you’re fired.” 

“Harker.” Merri turned to Alison. “Please give me a minute with him.”

Alison nodded and strode out of the room.
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Harker wasn’t backing down on this. Alison wasn’t going on a date. “There is nothing you can say Merri—” 

Merri closed the door and spun around. “You can’t order her around like that. She’s not your sub.”

“I’m well aware of what she is. She’d make a horrible sub.” But she’d be fun to train—all that energy, the attitude. He’d never be able to fully make her submit and that’d make each tiny submission mean that much more. He frowned, reminding himself that he wasn’t looking for a sub. He was looking for someone with good genes to mix with his. “But she is my employee.”

“Who you’ve overworked for months. The hours that woman puts in is crazy.”

“She’s well compensated—”

“Money isn’t everything, Harker.”

“I’m aware of that.” But it did get him everything he needed.

“I don’t think you are.” Merri shook her head at him. “You can’t fire her.”

“I can. I hired her—”

“I hired her.”

“Semantics.” He shrugged. “I approved it and she works for me. For my department. I can fire her.”

“Stop acting like an ass and tell her how you feel.”

“Feel?” He rolled his eyes. “This has nothing to do with feelings.” It had to do with keeping her untainted to ensure that the child that’d soon be in her womb would be his.

“Please. You’re always watching her, and you make her work every day, even holidays. You keep her here until all hours of the night. You make her come into work instead of telecommuting like almost every other employee.”

“She needs to be here. We can’t risk the program getting stolen.” He was glad when Merri ignored him because they both knew that he had enough funds to minimize that risk to almost nothing.

“You even gave her a room in your house. Not in the business side of your mansion but in your home. A room right down the hallway from yours.”

“And would I do that if I had feelings for her?” He’d considered asking her to join him in his bedroom on several occasions, especially the ones where he’d heard her moving about in her bed, soft little sighs and a low hum coming from the room. It’d taken every bit of willpower he had not to barge in there and let her use his cock instead of that stupid toy, but no matter how much he’d wanted that, she was too important for a heated fling.

“I’m not sure why you haven’t slept with her when it’s obvious to anyone with eyes that you want her.”

“It’s not sexual between us.” Yes, they’d be having sex, but not for pleasure. Of course, there was no reason not to make it pleasurable. Some studies suggested that pleasure assisted in the likelihood of conceiving. Plus, pregnancy didn’t usually occur the first time. Even if it did, it’d take several weeks to know for sure and he planned on using those weeks and Alison quite thoroughly.

“Really?” Her eyebrow raised. “This power thing has always been your aphrodisiac.”

“Not with Alison. Like I said. She’d make an awful sub.”

“Then why are you doing this?” She studied him. “It’s clear you’re attracted to her.”

“I suppose I am. To her mind.”

“Her mind?”

“Yes.” That wasn’t a lie. Alison was the most intelligent woman he’d ever met, and she was more logical than most, not prone to making decisions on emotions.

“Then tell her.”

“I plan to.”

“When?”

He shrugged. “When it’s time.” He had to play his cards right because he didn’t want to start this new project with an angry and unwilling partner. He’d get Alison to agree to his deal one way or another, but he preferred bribery over blackmail.

“The right time is now. The poor woman hasn’t done anything but work for almost a year.”

“Obviously, that’s incorrect because she found time to video chat with Randy.” He couldn’t keep the venom from his voice.

“Harker tell her how you feel. Take her to dinner or a movie.”

“I don’t want to date her.”

“Then what do you want?”

“That’s between me and her.” He was in no mood to hear Merri’s opinion on his plan. She wouldn’t be a fan.

“If you’re too stubborn to tell her how you feel about her—”

“I feel nothing for her except admiration for her brain.” He’d always been drawn to smart women. Usually, they were more physically attractive than Alison, but he never argued with his dick. He just gave it what it wanted.

“Then you and your admiration will have to accept the fact that she’s going to date other men.”

“She isn’t.” He couldn’t allow that.

“She is and you’re not going to fire her over it.”

“Of course not.”

Merri sighed in relief and he wanted to laugh.

“That would be unethical. I am, however, going to fire her if she doesn’t work this weekend, including tonight.”

“I have no idea why I waste my time with you about anything that has to do with feelings.” 

“Me either. You’ve known me for over twenty-five years. You should know I’m never swayed by emotions.”

“That’s right.” Merri smiled and Harker’s instincts screamed a warning. “Let me speak to your logical side. You can’t fire her because without her, your application won’t get finished and you’ll have no product for all those investors.”

“I’ll hire someone else.”

“That didn’t work before.”

“You were in the meeting. She’s solved most of the issues with performance. The facial recognition is the next big hurdle and she’s having some problems getting that to work. I already have a few candidates in mind.”

“You’d fire her and hand this over to someone else? After all the work she’s done?” Merri stared at him with disbelief. “I know you can be ruthless, but until now you’ve always been fair.”

“And I’ll be fair to her too.” He was going to be more than fair. He was going to offer her the one thing she wanted most in the world and all it’d cost her was the use of her womb.

“You can’t keep her as your slave. Consent is always the rule. You know that.”

“That’s with sex.”

“That’s with everything.”

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of forcing her to do anything.” He grinned. “Alison will consent. She’ll stay and work.”

“I don’t know, Harker. I think you may have pushed her too far.”

“Trust me. I know Alison and I know what I’m doing.” He was an expert at recognizing what a person wanted and what they’d do to get it. It’d been the only way he’d survived in foster care. Alison may not be a true sub, but she liked her job and she liked to please. She’d give in to his demands like always.
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Alison paced in her office. She wasn’t working tonight. She’d done everything Harker had asked her to do—late nights, weekends, holidays—but that stopped now. She hadn’t had a date in over a year, and it’d been longer since she’d had sex. Harker could get as mad as he wanted. She was meeting Randy for dinner tonight. 

She glanced at her watch. It was six o’clock. She’d been here since six that morning. She was done. She closed her laptop and slid it into the bag.

“I’d reconsider if I were you.”

She jumped at Harker’s deep, raspy voice. The man sounded like he’d swallowed sandpaper. She hated that his voice made her think of cool sheets and hot naked bodies. She pushed the image aside and stood. She’d step in front of a bus before she’d let him know how his voice affected her. “Well, you’re not me.” She slipped her laptop bag over her shoulder. “And I need time off. For the last ten months I’ve worked every holiday, weekend and late every night. I’m here almost as much as you are.” That was saying a lot because his office was inside his home.

“You’re really willing to give up this job, all this money for a date?” He leaned against the door frame. “This guy must be something pretty special.”

“He is.” She jutted out her chin. At least she hoped he was. She was tired of having no one in her life. During the day she was too busy to notice but at night, alone in her bed with her vibrator, it was pathetically obvious.

“How do you know? Didn’t you say this was a first date?”

“Yes, but we’ve been talking for weeks now.”

“When did you find the time? From what you claim, I’ve been working you every waking moment.”

“I haven’t been doing that on your time if that’s what you’re worried about. I can’t believe you’d even think that.” It hurt that he’d accuse her of cheating him. She worked her ass off for this man. “I thought you knew me better than that. I thought we were friends.”

“Friends?” He smiled his lopsided smile that made him look like a mischievous boy. “Hardly. We’ve never been friends.”

“Oh.” That hurt more than she’d ever admit. This had happened to her all her life. People pretended to like her, so she’d help them with a project or their grades. She’d thought it’d end when she’d finished school, but work had been about the same. She was always the one people came to for help but never the one they invited to go out for lunch or drinks. She’d thought it was different here with Harker. The second day working here she’d forgotten her lunch and had realized that Harker hadn’t eaten either. She’d ordered a pizza and had taken it to his office. They’d eaten lunch together almost every day after that and more dinners than she could count. But apparently, he was no different than everyone else. “Silly me. I have no idea why I thought that.”

“Me either.” 

Oh, he was worse than the others. He wasn’t even ashamed of using her. “Oh, we’re being honest?”

“Of course.”

“Then let me tell you why I thought you were my friend. We eat lunch and dinner together almost every day.”

“We do.”

“You got me tickets to the hottest night club around for New Year’s Eve.”

“A bonus for working Christmas Eve.”

“You insisted on going with me.”

“I had business to attend.” He stepped into the office. “Plus, I assumed you’d need someone to look out for you and I was right.”

“I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

“You could barely walk by the end of the night.”

“I was having fun.”

“Oh. Right. That car ride home was a great time. You drunkenly mumbling about all your failed relationships and”—his dark eyes seemed to almost glow—"your lack of recent sexual activity.”

“I apologized for that.” Her face still warmed. The fact that she hadn’t had sex in months was embarrassing enough but telling him had been the worst thing she’d ever done when drunk and that was saying something. “I never would’ve opened up to you if I’d realized you were using me.”

“Using is an interesting term.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Come to my office and we can talk.” He moved aside to allow her to proceed him.

She took one step and stopped. She hated that her body obeyed this man without hesitation. “I can’t. I have a date.”

“Cancel it.”

“No.”

“Alison.” He shook his head. “Don’t push me on this. You won’t be happy with the outcome.”

“Don’t push me, Gus.” She didn’t do well with ultimatums.

“Do not call me that.” His jaw tightened. 

She tried to stop herself, but her lips lifted in a smirk.

“I will fire you.”

“Then do it because I’m going on this date.” She pushed past him. He wouldn’t really fire her. He needed her to meet his deadlines. Sure, he could find other application developers, but it’d take time for them to come up to speed and that’d put him way behind schedule. No, she was making her stand against his tyranny tonight. Life was too short. If he did fire her, she’d find another job. She’d done it before; she’d do it again.
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Harker followed Alison down the hallway, stopping at the entrance to the private section of his house. Her steps faltered as if nervous about continuing toward the door to the employee garage. She didn’t need to worry because he wasn’t going to let her get far.

“What time is your date?”

“Why?” She turned toward him. 

“Because I’d recommend that you listen to my offer before leaving. I assure you that it’ll be much more lucrative than any date.”

“Offer? What are you talking about?”

It was time to gamble but he never risked anything without information. He opened the door and strode down the hallway and into the living room of his private quarters. He walked to the liquor cabinet and poured them each a drink. He hadn’t even finished her gin and tonic before he heard her soft footsteps gliding across the carpet.

“I hate it when you don’t answer me,” she said.

“I know.” He picked up the drinks and motioned to the sofa.

“I don’t have much time, so you’d better hurry.” She put her laptop bag on the couch next to her.

“You have plenty of time.” He handed her the glass and tried not to look smug when she took it. “You just don’t realize it yet.” He sat on the chair across from her.

“This time you’re wrong. I’m not working tonight. I haven’t been on a date since—”

“Yes, I’m quite aware of how long it’s been since you’ve dated.” It made him harder than a stone, thinking of how long it’d been for her. Would she come at his slightest touch or would he have to reteach her the path to orgasm?

“How do you—”

“New Year’s Eve, remember?”

“Oh. Right.” She took a sip of her gin and tonic, her face heating slightly. “Then you understand why I’m so serious about this. And I’m done working ninety plus hour weeks.”

“I pay you well for your time and you need the money.”

“I do but not that badly.”

“Are all the issues at your mother’s house fixed already? Plumbing. Electric. Termites.”

“I really wish I’d never thought of you as a friend.”

“I’m glad you did.” He smiled. “It made things easier.”

“Things? Like what? Blackmailing me to work long hours because you know how bad my financial situation is.”

“Your financial situation is fine but for some reason you’ve taken on your mother’s problems.” He didn’t understand that, but it fascinated him. He had no obligations to anyone. Growing up unwanted and unloved made life so much easier.

“Because she’s my mom.” She said that like it made sense.

“Many wouldn’t care.”

“Many people are assholes.” Her brow raised. “Present company not excluded.”

“I’m a businessman. I make no apologies for that.”

“Most businessmen are human first.”

“I’m exceptional.”

“Yeah, an exceptional jerk.”

“Yet, you considered me your friend. Are you always friends with jerks?” He grinned. He loved winning these little arguments. He loved winning period but especially against a worthy opponent.

“I’m...” Her mouth opened and then shut, her lips turning downward in a frown. “Either tell me your offer or I’m leaving.” She glanced at her phone. “I have to go home, shower, do my hair, makeup, find an outfit and it has to be the right one. Randy and I have video chatted, but this will be the first time we see each other in person, and I need to look—”

He had to shut her up. If she didn’t stop talking about Randy and getting laid, he’d lean over and kiss her. Once his mouth touched hers there’d be no stopping him from tearing her clothes off and fucking her. It was time to dangle the bait and when she took it there’d be no wriggling loose. “I want to offer you co-ownership of Angel Face.” 

She stopped in mid-sentence, her mouth hanging open for one second and Harker’s dick hardened. He wasn’t a small man, but that wide mouth could swallow him whole.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 7:  Alison



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


“What did you say?” Alison couldn’t have heard Harker correctly. He wouldn’t just give her co-ownership of Angel Face.

“You heard me.” He took a sip of his drink. “I want to offer you partial ownership of Angel Face.”

“I’d be part owner of my program?” Her heart raced. Angel Face was her baby, her creation. She’d never even dreamed this would happen. She’d just been happy being able to create something that might save women from being abducted and raped.

“Yes. You’ve done an excellent job and I believe in rewarding excellence.” 

“You do?” She had done an excellent job, but a tingle of suspicion danced in her head. Harker didn’t praise; he barked orders and expected results.

“Yes.” He sipped his drink. He wore his usual uniform—a white business shirt, and black slacks that matched his short, dark hair. He looked exactly like the rich urban businessman that he was. “I never praise anyone for a job well done. That’s what I hire them to do and if they don’t, I fire them. But you”—his dark eyes roamed up and down her body, making her insides tingle and sending that little suspicion in her head to a full-blown alarm—“have done much more than a good job and that calls for exceptional rewards.”

“It does?” For one second, she was speechless but that didn’t last. She could talk while puking. She’d done it many times in college. “Thank you. I didn’t think you noticed or cared or...I’m just so happy.” She smiled. “I always work hard, and Angel is such a great application. What we’re doing...It’s wonderful and I dreamt about being a bigger part, but I never thought—”

“Then you accept my offer?”

She grinned and started to speak but his words slipped past her happiness to her actual brain. “Offer? What’s the catch?”

He smiled. It was slow and for some odd reason made her stomach flip and her pussy throb. Oh lord help her. If Gus Harker was turning her on, she really, really needed to get laid, but it wouldn’t happen tonight. She glanced at her phone.

“Forget about your date.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I have to text Randy and let him know I can’t make it.”

“Go ahead. Text him.” He flipped his wrist in a dismissive manner. “But then put the phone down.”

“Fine.” For co-ownership she’d stay and work tonight but she’d find a way to meet Randy tomorrow. She sent the text and slid her phone into her laptop bag. “Now, what’s the catch,” she repeated.

“I wouldn’t call it a catch.” He frowned.

“Of course, you wouldn’t. You’d make up some business term or—”

“I do not make up business terms. I use them.”

“Same difference.”

His frown deepened, making creases in his cheeks where his dimples peeked out when he smiled. “It is far from the same thing.”

“Says you. You twist things around to fit your plan.”

“Everyone does that.”

“Not me. I accept reality how it is. I don’t try and change it.” She’d learned in her pre-teens that wishing for something didn’t make it happen. If it had, she’d have blonde hair and a perfect body. Some things weren’t changeable and the things that were took a lot of work. She wiggled slightly. She should’ve been working on making her ass smaller instead of sitting in an office chair all day.

“You don’t accept reality how it is.”

“I do too.” That was offensive. She took pride in that quality.

“You change everything the second you walk into a room or open your mouth.”

“I don’t talk that much.” She knew she rambled. It annoyed almost everyone, but she couldn’t keep the words inside her mouth. Her mother joked that her daughter didn’t have a first word; she’d had a first soliloquy. 

“Not that much?” He clamped his mouth shut and Alison was pretty sure she heard his teeth clank together at the force.

She should shut up. She shouldn’t say a word. She should wait for him to speak but the words slipped out like always. “So, what’s the catch. There has to be one. I can’t believe you’d give me co-ownership because I did good...no excellent work. With you there has to be more than just a reward.” She cringed as his eyes narrowed and his hand tightened around his drink. “Ah...you might want to be careful. I’ve never seen a glass shatter in someone’s hand, but I think that’d hurt. All those shards of glass and—”

He put his drink on the table next to him before leaning forward and covering her mouth with one of his large hands. The other grabbed the back of her neck, keeping her in place. “There is no catch but there is more to the offer.” 

“Like what?” she mumbled against his hand as she pulled at his wrist. 

He frowned again but let go of her and leaned back against his seat. 

“I already work so much that I practically live here. I do want to be co-owner and I appreciate your offer, but I need some time off. I need a life. I’m done being your slave.”
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“You’re not my slave.” But the idea intrigued Harker. Alison at his beck and call, doing everything he told her to do, submitting to his every command, eager to please him in any way he wanted. He’d make it good for her. His subs only complained when he left them.

“I may as well be.”

“You have no idea how far you are from that position.” 

“Please.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m here all the time. I do whatever you want.”

“Not whatever I want.” If she did, she’d be on her knees with his dick in her mouth.

“Name one thing that you wanted me to do that I didn’t.” She gave him a superior look.

He had to bite his tongue. Answering that question would be like tossing a rock in the water when the fish was nibbling on his bait. “We can talk about that later. Right now, we should discuss the details of your co-ownership.”

“Oh. Yeah. Right.” She smiled, a bit sheepishly. “I got sidetracked.”

“You always do.” It kept him awake at night wondering if she also got sidetracked in bed. He was mission oriented, but she’d be all over the place—first one spot and then another. It’d be unpredictable and exciting.

“Not always.” She made a face at him and he almost smiled. She was the only one who ever made him smile from joy, not triumph. “But yeah, please tell me the details. I’m warning you though, I’m done working all hours seven days a week.”

“Even for five percent ownership?” Merri and Tobias each owned fifteen percent, so that’d leave him sixty-five percent. Well over the fifty-one percent needed for control.

“Five percent?” She seemed less than thrilled.

“It’ll be worth millions, maybe hundreds of millions.”

“Oh.” Her eyes grew distant. 

He’d give her a few minutes to spend that money in her dreams, make her want it, see it. Let her envision what a life with that kind of money could mean. Then he’d reel her in. “Imagine what you could do with that money? You could start your own business.”

“I could buy my mom a new house or fix that one.” Her eyes almost glowed. “We could tear it down if she wanted and start from scratch.”

“You could. Numerous times.”

“I could buy a place nearby for Aunt Tiff too.”

“Yes.” He was astounded by her generosity. Most people thought of what they could do for themselves, but not her. He’d chosen well and it was time to feed her dreams. “You could start that program that you’ve talked about—the one to teach impoverished children how to use computers.”

“I could give even the poorest kids access to computers.” She smiled. “I could do so much.”

“Yes, and the money will keep coming in. The software will have to be updated and maintained. We’ll make it more marketable. We’ll improve it and enhance it.”

“Like a living thing.” She smiled softly. “Sometimes I feel like it’s my baby.”

“Funny you should say that.”

“Why?” She focused on him for the first time since he’d said millions. “I created Angel Face. I know it’s not a real person, but it is part of me.”

“Because that’s what I want to discuss with you.”

Her nose wrinkled, she did this when she puzzled something out and he found it adorable. “I don’t understand.”

“The other part of the deal. The part that you must agree to if you want co-ownership.”

“The other part?” Her nose wrinkled more and then the confusion on her face cleared. “Oh, the catch.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“Just tell me. What is it? What do you want me to do now? I’m not working more. I can’t. I don’t think it’s physically possible to work more than you already make me work.” 

“I agree.” He had to force himself not to lean toward her and pounce on his prey. 

“You do? To which part?”

“You work too much and that also stops with this deal.”

“Really?” Her eyes widened in surprise. 

“Yes. Once you agree and we sign the contract, I don’t want you working more than sixty hours per week.”

“Sixty?”

“I don’t think we can cut back to forty, at least not until we staff up. I’m thinking another senior programmer, maybe two, and a few more at a junior level.”

“You want to replace me?”

“No. I want you to be the lead. Train them. Let them take over the more tedious tasks.”

“Oh.” Her eyes got that distant glow again. “I’d be a good...” Her gaze sharpened as they met his. “I’d be their boss, right? Because I’m not going to spend time training people to have you work them until they quit or yell at them until they leave.”

“I don’t yell.”

“Your nickname is Barker.”

“My nickname? No one calls me that.” His eyes narrowed as she tried not to laugh. “You made that up, didn’t you?” His hand itched to put her over his knee and paddle that backside of hers but that was off limits. He wasn’t bringing any of his kink into their bed. She’d be the mother of his child, not his sub or his lover. Okay, she’d be his lover but only for procreation, nothing else.

“I didn’t make it up. You bark at me all day long and it just kind of...happened.”

“That’s the same thing as making it up and don’t call me that. Even behind my back.”

“You won’t know.”

“I’ll know.”

“How will you know? I’m not stupid enough to say it in front of anyone who’d tell you.”

“I’ll know by the look on your face.”

“Fine but I’ll think it.” One side of her mouth slid upward in a half-smile. “All the time.”

“I don’t believe you will.” Not after he’d fucked her and made her come over and over. She’d be putty in his hands, his to mold and transform.

“Okay. You’re right, Gus. You’re always right.”

“Don’t call me that either.”

“Right. Sorry. Gu...Harker.” This time she smiled like she’d won. 

He couldn’t wait to show her that she’d never had a chance to win this game.

“So, will I be their boss? It’s the only way I’m going to train someone.”

“You can be their boss and you’ll need to train them well enough to fill in for you fulltime for a few months.”

“Fill in for me for a few months? Why? Will I be going on a trip or something? I’ve always wanted to go on a business trip. Most people think it’s boring, but I’ve always thought—”

“It’s not a business trip, but in about nine or ten months you’ll need some time off.”

“I don’t see why.” Her nose wrinkled again and then her eyes brightened. “Unless you’re giving me a vacation?”

“It’s not a vacation.”

“Then why will I need time off.”

“To give birth. I’ve chosen you to have my baby.” 

“Your baby?” Her eyes almost popped out of her head and then she laughed. “Oh my god, Harker. You got me with that one.” She laughed harder. “For one second I thought you were serious. Oh, I can’t wait to tell Ellie. Did she put you up to this? She told me on New Year’s Eve that you were attracted to me. I told her no way. Barker...I mean Harker isn’t attracted to anyone. All the man does is work and yell orders.” She rambled on, laughing the entire time.

It wasn’t that funny. Actually, it wasn’t fucking funny at all. Why did she think it was funny? He was rich, attractive and they got along well. She was semi-attractive, intelligent and within her childbearing years. This was insulting and her insults kept coming. 

“I told Ellie that as far as I knew you didn’t even date.” She sobered for a moment. “Not that I have lately either. Neither of us have had the time but you’re the boss. You could date if you wanted to which means you must not want to. Ellie said that you were a man so of course you wanted sex...had sex with someone. She thinks men’s libidos are stronger than women’s, but I say that’s only true until they reach a certain age. When they get old, they don’t want sex as much as—"

Good god, he had to stop her before she insulted him more. “I wasn’t joking. I want you to have my child.”
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Alison stared at Harker, waiting for him to crack a smile or to do something to let her know that he was kidding. 

He tossed back his drink and stood, walking to the bar and refilling it. “I don’t see why you think this is a joke. I’m offering you millions of dollars to have my child.” He glanced at her, his frown deeper than normal. “This is a business deal, and I never joke about business.”

“Business?” She laughed again but it fell flat when he continued to stare at her without even a spark of humor in his eyes. “You have to be kidding. You’re trying to buy my baby? Who does that now-a-days?”

“People buy babies all the time, but they call it adoption.” He made another drink for her and walked back across the room, handing it to her. “But I’m not talking about buying your baby. I’m paying you to have mine.”

She stared at the two drinks in her hands. She’d barely touched the first one, but maybe she should. She raised one glass to her mouth and took a gulp but then put it down. Now wasn’t the time to drink. Later, when she was home and away from this crazy man she could drink–a lot.

“I’m sure this is a shock.” He sat, all suave businessman again. “I know it was a shock to me when I first began seeing you as the potential mother of my child.”

“Wow. Flattery will get you nowhere but maybe you should try because insulting me will get you even less.” She knew she wasn’t attractive, but he didn’t need to say it.

“I meant no insult.” His frown deepened. 

“Then double points for you because you managed to do it anyway.” She stood. She wasn’t staying here for this.

“Are you truly willing to give up millions of dollars and co-ownership of Angel Face because of hurt feelings?”

“That’s not why I’m leaving. I just don’t sell human beings.” She could really use that money, but it was a baby. Her baby. His baby. Gus Harker’s baby. She couldn’t even fathom it. Would it frown all the time? Yell at her. Mom! I want milk! Now! What’s taking you so long? Make that milk faster! She had to dig her nails into her palms to keep from bursting out in hysterical laughter.

“Sit. Please. As I said, I’m sure this is a surprise.”

“Yes, you did say that right before you insulted me.”

“I did no such thing. I said I was surprised when I started thinking of you as a potential birth mother for my child. I don’t know why you’d think that’s insulting. You should be flattered.”

“Flattered.” She was almost speechless. Almost. “Because you want to rent out my uterus?”

“Because I find you extremely intelligent, caring and warm. I only possess the first item in that list.” His jaw tightened. “I know my assets as well as my flaws and I want to give my offspring the best start that I can. I’m not a warm person but I am intelligent and driven. I think our genes would create an excellent child.”

“Our genes? You act like that’s all there is to this.”

“It is.”

Her mind screeched to a halt. “So we won’t...Oh. I’m so sorry.” She sat back down. “I was thinking...” She wasn’t going to admit that she’d thought they’d actually have sex. He’d laugh and she’d been insulted enough for tonight. “You’re right. This might work.”

“Of course, I’m right.” He stood. “Give me one minute.” He walked down the hallway to his office and returned, carrying a large manilla envelope. He handed it to her. “You’ll want to hire a lawyer to read through these before signing.”

“You drew up a contract?” She shook her head. “Never mind. Of course, you did. It’s smart. We need to work out when we’d each see the child and all the logistics.”

“When we’d see the child?”

“Yeah. Which holidays you’d have the baby. Which ones I would. We could alternate years. Like I get Easter one year and you the next. Most of the people at my last job were divorced so I know a lot about joint custody issues. We need to get that all settled so the child doesn’t suffer.”

“There won’t be joint custody. The baby will be mine.”

“And mine. You need my eggs. Unless...Do you have someone else’s eggs you want to use? Do you only want me to carry the baby?” For some stupid reason she was a bit sad about that. She’d never really wanted kids but for those few minutes she’d imagined holding her baby and now she kind of wanted it.

“No. I said that our genes would make an excellent child. I’ll need your eggs for that.”

“Oh, that’s right. You did say that.” Her nose wrinkled slightly. “Then the child would be mine too.”

“Technically yes, but you’ll get co-ownership of Angel Face and I’ll get my child.”

“Our child and I can’t do that.” She didn’t think she could shake her head any harder. “I’m not selling my baby.”

“Not even for mill—”

“Not for any amount.” She stood. “Forget it, Harker. Find someone else.” She started for the door. Her mother would never forgive her. She’d never forgive herself.

“Wait.”

She stopped. Damn that man. He spoke and her body obeyed. 

“Remember all the good you can do with that money. Your mom’s house. A place for your aunt. Those kids who only need a little help to flourish. Think of all the lives you can make better.”

“How would I explain to my baby why I abandoned him or her? For money? So, I could help other kids while leaving him or her alone with you.”

“I’ll be an excellent father.”

“Will you? You said it yourself; you’re cold.”

“I said I wasn’t warm. There’s a difference.”

“Not to a child and I won’t do that to my baby.” 

“It’s millions of dollars.”

“I don’t care.” She hurried toward the door before he could stop her again, but he didn’t say a word.
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Harker stared at the spreadsheet he’d compiled of potential mothers. He had no idea how he’d overlooked this. Sometimes he was so focused on a goal that he missed the details. No woman as warm and caring as Alison would abandon her child and he didn’t want a woman who would.

He grabbed his jacket and went into the garage. This wasn’t over. Alison was the perfect candidate to be the mother of his child. He hadn’t planned on sharing custody, but he’d concede on this point. All business deals had negotiations.

He got into his car and headed for Alison’s house. The more he thought about it the more he realized that it was better this way. He worked a lot. He didn’t want his child growing up in the care of nannies. Sharing custody would mean his child was with his or her parents more than paid caregivers.

By the time he pulled into the driveway at Alison’s mother’s house he was almost ready to thank her for being so stubborn. Having the mother share custody would free some of his evenings for amorous pursuits without guilt for leaving his child. Every other week or weekend he could go to La Petite Mort Club and engage in all his fantasies. His life would be perfect. He parked the car and walked to the house, ringing the doorbell.

“May I help you?” A woman peeked through a small window at the top of the door. She was older, but not unattractive with brown, wavy hair like her daughter’s.

“Hello, Ma’am. I’m Harker. Alison’s boss. I need to speak with her.”

The woman opened the door. “Hi, I’m Estelle, Alison’s mother. Please come in.” She stepped aside. “I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time. Alison talks a lot about her job. I don’t understand most of it, but I can tell she loves working for you.”

“She’s a dream employee.” He’d had many dreams about her. Hot, sexy, wet dreams.

“She certainly works hard.” There was a hint of chastisement in her tone. “And long hours.”

He stepped inside the house. It was tidy but poor—worn drapes and carpet that had once been nice but was now threadbare. Stains on the ceiling signaled a leak—roof or maybe a plumbing issue. Either one worked for him because it meant that Alison definitely needed his money. “She does. We have a lot of work to do.” He glanced at his watch. “May I speak with her?”

“She’s not here.”

“What do you mean she isn’t here?” Then why the fuck was he in the house?

“She left.” 

“I understand the concept of she’s not here.”

Estelle’s face pinched a bit around her lips. 

“I’m sorry.” He’d been too brusque. He needed to charm this woman. He was already at two strikes–rude and working her daughter long hours. He couldn’t afford another one. “It’s just that I need to speak with her. I want to discuss an offer I made her earlier tonight.” Time to add some pressure to his case. “Did she tell you? It’s quite lucrative.” She wouldn’t have told her mother. From what she’d said, dear mom was a bit old fashioned when it came to premarital sex.

“No, she didn’t. What kind of offer?” 

“Perhaps I should let Alison tell you. It’s very good news.”

“Yes, that’s probably best.” Estelle didn’t sound happy about it.

“I wonder why she didn’t mention it,” he said.

“She probably forgot.” 

“Hmm. It’s possible but the offer of a partnership in my business isn’t something that slips one’s mind.”

“A partnership?” Estelle’s face brightened. “That’s wonderful. She’s worked so hard for you.”

“Yes, she has, and she should be rewarded.” Oh, he’d reward her all right with sex, lots of it.

“That’s wonderful. Oh, where are my manners? Would you like some coffee or tea?”

“Thank you. Coffee would be wonderful.” He followed her into the kitchen. “Do you expect Alison home shortly?”

“Please, sit.” Estelle motioned to the table and began preparing the coffee.

“I really do need to speak with her.” He pulled out a chair and sat.

“Have you called her or texted?”

“This is better discussed in person.” He’d known Alison long enough to know that right now, she’d ignore his calls and texts. When Estelle looked at him, he added, “There are contracts to sign.”

“Oh, of course.” She smiled. “I’m sorry but I don’t know when she’ll be home. She’s on a date.”

“Bloody hell. I thought she cancelled that.” He stood. That wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t having sex tonight. She wasn’t getting laid until she was in his bed with his dick inside her. He wasn’t in the mood to wait another month or two to make sure some other man’s sperm hadn’t impregnated her.

“Excuse me, Mr. Harker. I don’t appreciate that language.”

“Sorry.” He was glad he hadn’t said fuck, or he’d never get her help. “But this is a time sensitive issue.” Yeah, his dick needed some release. “I need to speak with her tonight.”

“I’ll tell her to text you when she gets home. You can come back then.”

That wasn’t going to work. “Is there any way you could tell me where she went?” He had no problem interrupting her date. “I won’t bother her for long.” No, he’d convince her to leave. If she was that interested in getting laid, he had no problem whatsoever in going back to his place and fucking.

“I wish I could, but I really don’t know where she went.”

“Dam...shoot.” He cringed. He hadn’t said shoot since before his mom had started using drugs and bringing home drug dealers. He’d been dropping the F-bomb since he was eight. “Could you perhaps call her and ask her to come home?”

“Why don’t you call her?” She sat the coffee on the table. 

He patted his pockets. “I forgot my cell phone.” He gave her a sheepish look. “I never remember to grab the da...dang thing.” He never forgot his cell phone and prayed it didn’t decide to beep now.

“Hmm. I don’t know. I don’t think she’d answer if I called. She’s been looking forward to this date for a long time. Maybe my sister knows.” She headed into the living room and over to the stairs before hollering, “Tiff come down to the kitchen. Alison’s boss is here, and he needs to speak with her. Do you know where she went on her date?”

“I’ll be right there,” yelled another woman.

Estelle walked back into the kitchen. She poured another cup of coffee and carried the two mugs to the table. “I hope she can help. She and Alison have always been close.” She took a sip of her coffee. “A young woman can tell her aunt things that she won’t tell her mother.”

He had no idea how to respond to that, so he drank some of his coffee. “This is very good.” 

“Thank you.”

A woman walked into the kitchen. She was about the same height and age as Estelle but that was where the resemblance ended. This woman looked nothing like her frumpy sister. Tiff was probably in her late fifties or early sixties, but her hair was dyed blond, and she was thin and dressed in stylish, sexy clothes that hugged her hips and accentuated her breasts.

“Mr. Harker, this is Tiff, my sister,” said Estelle.

“Mr. Harker. That seems formal,” said Tiff.

“Call me Harker.” He stood, shaking her hand.

“Harker? No first name?” asked Tiff.

“I’m not a fan of it.”

“That’s right. Alison did mention that.” Tiff laughed and it was a throaty sound that went straight to his nuts. By the sparkle in her eyes this woman knew exactly what she did to men. 

“She’s spoken of me?” He didn’t even want to know what she’d said. Alison had a tendency to say whatever passed through her brilliant head and there had been plenty of times that she’d been more than pissed off at him.

“All the time,” said both women and then they laughed.

“Let me assure you.” He gave them a half-smile. “I’m not as bad as she said.”

“Oh, I bet you’re just as bad,” said Tiff with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Tiff don’t be rude,” chided Estelle, missing the innuendo. “Do you know where Alison went on her date? Mr. Harker needs to speak with her about a business matter.”

“Business?” The humor left Tiff’s eyes. “Would it be the matter that you discussed with her today?”

“She told you about the promotion?” asked Estelle. “She didn’t mention it to me.”

“You were making dinner,” said Tiff. “Or I’m sure she would’ve.” She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

He understood. Nothing about that conversation had been or should be revealed to Estelle. He tipped his head and the tension in Tiff’s eyes eased a bit. Now, he had to figure out if Aunt Tiff was a practical woman or a romantic. If she was the first, she’d be an invaluable ally but if she were the latter, he’d better make sure she didn’t get ahold of a knife, or he might find it sticking out of his chest or his groin.
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“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” Alison’s heart slowed to a normal pace as she turned the car down their street and didn’t see any flashing lights, but something was wrong. Her aunt wasn’t prone to theatrics. She pulled into the driveway. Aunt Tiff wouldn’t have texted her to come right home unless it was very important. 

Randy had understood but he probably thought she was crazy for rescheduling the date, changing her mind and meeting him for dinner, only to leave half-way through for a family emergency. She’d be lucky if he answered her texts again. She hurried into the house. “Mom. Aunt Tiff. What happened? Is everything okay?”

She stepped into the kitchen and stopped. Harker sat at the table chatting with her aunt. He was still dressed in his black business pants, white button-down shirt and he looked large, impeccable, and out of place in her mother’s kitchen. “What are you doing here? And how did you get here? I didn’t see your car.” 

“I thought”—his eyes darted to Aunt Tiff—“that it’d be best if I moved the car down the street.”

“There’s no emergency is there?” She looked at her Aunt Tiff. She’d been betrayed. 

When she’d told her aunt about the unbelievably horrible offer from Harker, Aunt Tiff hadn’t seen it in the same light. Her aunt had been married four times and each man had been richer than the last. She’d still have money except Aunt Tiff’s last husband had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and her aunt had spent every dime she’d had for his care. Aunt Tiff had seen Harker’s offer as a blessing. Alison had thought she’d made it clear that she had no intention of selling her child for any price. 

“Of course, there is,” said Aunt Tiff. “Harker wants to speak with you about that business offer.” 

“That offer has been refused.” 

“That offer should be reconsidered.” Aunt Tiff smiled but her voice had an edge to it that Alison recognized. “All deals require negotiations.”

“Exactly.” Harker, the bastard, stared at her with a smirk on his face as he stood. “But we should talk about the details in private.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. I told you that some things aren’t worth any amount of money.” 

Aunt Tiff snorted and smiled at Harker. “This one is young at heart and sometimes, soft in the head.”

“I am not. I can’t believe you think...” She glanced at her mother. At least she and Aunt Tiff agreed that this should not, could not be shared with her mother. “Harker, we have nothing further to discuss on this matter.” She stepped away from the kitchen door. “You should go.” 

“Alison.” Her mother’s tone was like a slap. “This is my house, and you’ll treat my guests with respect.”

“Yes, mother.” Alison literally bit her tongue to keep from saying—Yeah, your house that’s falling down and wouldn’t be livable if it hadn’t been for her money fixing the plumbing and the electric. 

“I’ll have to remember that tone.” Harker walked past her. He must’ve realized how hard it was for her to stay quiet because his half-smirk lifted, making him look like an evil clown. “I can never get her to obey me that easily.”

“And you never will.”

“We’ll see about that.” His confident grin sent a chill down her spine. 

“I don’t think we will.” She’d just been challenged by the devil, but she wasn’t backing down now. 

“You should come with me.” He motioned for her to proceed him out of the kitchen. “I’m ready to concede your point.” His eyes locked with hers. “Like your aunt said, all deals require negotiations. I’ll meet your demands. We should go to my”—he glanced at her mother—“office so you can look over the rest of the contract.”

“No.” Her stomach dropped to her toes. If he agreed to joint custody, she wasn’t sure she could turn his offer down. Not only was it a lot of money but she’d be co-owner of Angel Face. She’d put her life into that software.

“Are you sure?” His gaze lifted above her head to the corner. 

She knew exactly what he was looking at. The roof had leaked and the plaster on the ceiling was starting to crumble. This whole blasted place was falling down around them.

“This deal could help a lot of people.” He glanced at her mother.

“I think you should at least hear him out,” said Mom. “He agreed to your demands, whatever they were.” Her mom hugged her and whispered, “I think you’ll do an excellent job running a team of your own.”

“He told you—”

“I explained that you’d be co-owner and run a team instead of working long hours doing everything yourself.”

Of course, he’d only told her mom the parts that made him look good. It was typical Harker, but she was glad. Her mother would never understand the rest. Having a baby with a man Alison didn’t love for money and career advancement was as foreign to her mother as an alien planet. 

“Go with the man and hear what he has to say,” said Mom. “You can always refuse again.”

“It’s not an ideal offer but I’m sure you’ll get worse ones in life,” muttered Aunt Tiff.

“It’s a great offer.” Harker sent her a dirty look. 

Aunt Tiff shrugged. “Not terrible but I’ve had better.”

“Better than co-owner of a successful company?” asked Mom. “What offer did you have that was better than that?”

“Marriage.” Aunt Tiff’s gaze darted to Alison and then to Harker.

He frowned but Alison understood the message. Her mom didn’t approve of divorce, but she’d accept it. Having a baby out of wedlock would shame her mother at church. Marriage was the only option Alison had if she agreed to this offer.

“Fine. I’ll go.” This was perfect. Harker would never agree to marriage. His face had paled at the mere mention of the word. She grinned at Aunt Tiff. This decision would soon be out of her hands. “You’re right. You have had better offers.” She glanced at Harker and almost burst out laughing when his frown deepened, displaying his dimples.

“And Alison, be polite,” said Mom.

“Oh, I’ll be polite. I’ll be super-duper sweet.” She couldn’t wait to see the panic in his eyes when she insisted on marriage. Then all she had to do was convince him that  even though she wasn’t the right woman to have his baby, she was the perfect woman to run the software engineering team. 
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Harker waited at the door to his house for Alison. “I still don’t know why you drove.”

“Because this won’t take long, and I didn’t see any reason for you to have to drive me all the way back home.” 

“Stop being obstinate.” The muscle in his cheek ticked from clenching his jaw so much. She was the most stubborn woman he knew. He opened the door and followed her inside.

“I’m not. I’m being practical. I’ve already given you my answer.”

“I don’t think you understand.” He stopped at the bar in his living room and made each of them a drink. “I considered what you said about custody and I agree to your demands.” He handed her a glass.

“What you’re actually saying is that I was right, and you were wrong.” The smug look on her face made his hand itch to paddle her backside. 

“No, I’m saying that there was merit to your suggestion.” He sat on the chair next to her. 

“Merit to wanting to take care of my own kid.” She half snorted. “No kidding but why do you want a kid? Why don’t you already have them? At your age—”

“I’m not that much older than you are.” He was getting a little tired of her referring to him as old.

“How old are you?” She studied him. “Forty...five, forty-six? That’d make you fourteen or fifteen years older than me.”

“I’m forty.” He leaned closer to her. “Which means that if I don’t want to be ancient when my child graduates from high school, I had better start now.” The blood rushed to his dick at the thought. He couldn’t wait to get all her energy in his bed and focused on him. 

“That’s true.” She wrinkled her nose in thought. “You should. You have to figure at least a year from the time you start trying to when she should deliver.”

He didn’t like her referring to the mother as she instead of I, but he’d ignore it. “Exactly.” He handed her the papers that he’d given to her earlier. “Read through this and let me know if you have any questions. Then, I’d suggest you take it to your lawyer.” He handed her a business card. “Tell him or her to contact my lawyer if they have any questions.”

“Oh, I don’t need any of this.” She handed the contract and the business card back to him. “You’d better start looking for another woman because I’m not having your baby.”

“Why the fu...” He cleared his throat, getting his temper in check. “I thought your only objection was custody.” He’d spent months choosing her; he wasn’t letting her go. 

“It was.” She sipped her drink, trying unsuccessfully to hide her smug expression. 

“Then I don’t understand the issue.” He leaned toward her. “Remember. I’m a businessman. I’m willing to negotiate.” His eyes skimmed down her body. Damn he couldn’t wait to strip her bare. Her breasts were small and her hips wide. She didn’t have the perfect body, but he was dying to spend hours exploring every inch.

“I don’t think you’re this willing.”

He raised his gaze, expecting to see her cheeks flushed from his blatant perusal of her body but she just stared at him with a polite expression on her face. The muscle in his cheek ticked faster. Women did not look at him like he was a eunuch. “Are you willing to give up all that money and all those wonderful things you can do with it?”

“I was thinking about that. Even though I’m not the right woman to have your kid doesn’t mean that I’m not the right person to head up the software engineering department. We need a team if we’re going to—”

“We are not taking the child out of this deal.”

“You said you were a businessman. I want to negotiate.”

“And I will but not about the child.”

“You can still have the kid, just not with me and I can run the software part of your business.”

“No.”

“I understand that you won’t want to give me five percent. How about three percent and I run your team? That’s one worry off your plate. You can spend more time looking for the perfect mother for your child.”

“No.” He leaned back because if he didn’t, he’d probably strangle her or kiss her to shut her up. “Listen very carefully. I’m willing to negotiate but there is no deal—none—without you agreeing to have my child.” He wanted to fuck her, to see her round with his baby and he always got what he wanted.

“The problem is, Gus”—she stressed his name and the tick in his cheek almost did the cha-cha—“that I don’t think you’re willing to agree with what I need in order to have your child.”

“Name it.” Right now, he’d agree to almost anything to be able to rip her shirt off and discover the color of her nipples. His bet was peach because of her coloring but they could be a dusky rose or even brown. 

“My mother is very religious.”

“I’m aware of that.” He had a hard time raising his gaze away from her chest. She wore a black silky shirt that made him wonder about her bra and panties. Had she put on sexy lingerie for her date? Would her hard little nipples push through the lace, begging for his lips? He cleared his throat. “She’s a lovely woman.” He smiled slightly as he lifted his eyes away from her breasts. “Not overly fond of cursing.”

“You have no idea. Even the smallest thing sets her off and she’s way more accepting of you cussing because you’re a man. It’s one of those things that men do.”

“I am that, and I’m glad you finally recognize it.” He was a virile male, not some old limp-dicked geezer.

“I know you’re a man.” She laughed. “I mean not a man’s man, but you are a male.”

“What do you mean by that.” He leaned forward and put his hand over her mouth, stopping her from speaking. “No. Don’t answer that.” He wasn’t sure his ego could take it. “Just tell me what you need in order to sign those papers.” He dropped his hand and tapped the contract.

“I need you to marry me,” she said.

“Ma...” His throat closed up and he choked on the word. 
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“Having a child out of wedlock would kill my mother.” Alison did her best not to burst out laughing at the look on Harker’s face. Obviously, the baby bargain was off. Now all she had to do was convince him to go forward with the rest of it...or most of the rest of it.

He cleared his throat. “Marry?” 

“Yeah. I thought about your offer. I really did and I could use the money, but I can’t do that to my mother.”

“People who aren’t married have kids all the time.” 

“And my mom prays for them.” She rolled her eyes. “You should hear her. She talks about them in hushed tones, saying how embarrassing it must be for their poor parents.” She leaned forward, resting her hand on his knee. “She even says things like, thank God Alison isn’t like that. Then she goes on to say that even though I may never marry—she can’t help getting that dig in—at least I won’t humiliate her and my dead father.”

His eyes grew dark as he stared at her hand on his leg. He was going to bolt soon. She needed to hurry and make her pitch. She wanted to be co-owner and she was going to do her best to get it.

“So you understand that I can’t have your child but that doesn’t mean we can’t move forward with the rest of the deal. I deserve to be co-owner and you need more than just me for the work we have now and all the future enhancements to the software. I’d be a great boss. I’m fair and kind. You know I work hard. Merri is always talking about how dedicated I am and—”

“How does she feel about divorce?” 

“Who? Merri?”

“Your mother.” He raised his eyes to hers, and his were as black as a night with no stars.

Her instincts sensed something almost primal in his gaze and she leaned away from him, folding her hands on her lap. The one that’d been touching his knee seemed to be warmer than the other as if his heat had branded her. “She...she’s grown used to it. She doesn’t like it, but she can’t really take a stand on that one because almost everyone she knows has a kid who’s been divorced at least once.”

“Then I agree. We’ll get married.” He handed her the papers. “Look these over. The wedding with be soon.” His eyes almost glowed as they raked across her body. “Very soon.”
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“You want to marry me?” Alison looked like she’d just been pushed from an airplane.

“No, but I’ll do it.” Harker had to admit it made him happy to surprise her. She’d thought she had him neatly trapped, but he wasn’t a novice at negotiations. If he wanted something, he’d do whatever it took to get it, and he wanted her.

“Oh. Wow. You...” Her mouth opened and shut but nothing else came out. 

He wanted to laugh. This was the first time he’d ever seen her speechless. It wouldn’t last long but he’d enjoy it while he could.

“You will?” Her face paled.

“Yes.” He leaned forward, inhaling her scent. She always smelled fresh and slightly floral. He hadn’t figured out if it were a perfume or body lotion but whatever it was it made him horny as hell. “You should think of what day we’re going to be married because if you don’t decide, I will and that means it’ll be tonight.”

“Tonight?” She almost jumped from her chair.

“Yes.” His gaze dropped to her chest again. He was hard and ready for his wedding night. “We could fly to Vegas and be home by Monday for work.”

“Oh, we can’t tonight. We can’t at all.” Her face was pale now and her intelligent eyes were panicked, scrambling to find a reason why they couldn’t get married.

“Why not?” It was time to push her into that corner and win this game. “I agreed to your terms.”

“We can’t just get married. That’s crazy.” She leaned as far away from him as she could without getting up and leaving the room.

“Why is it crazy? We’ve known each other for a year. We’re both single, available, and we both want what the other is offering.”

“But...that’s so cold.”

“Marriages have been business arrangements for longer than they’ve been love matches and the ones that are business arrangements are happier and more successful.”

“You’re suggesting that we stay married?” The horrified look on her face was beyond insulting.

However, if he were honest the idea of being married to her or anyone for the rest of his life made him want to run in the other direction. He’d never even considered marriage. He went to the Club for sex when he was in the mood. He even formed relationships there when he wanted. They were simple and uncomplicated, based on mutual desire. He had work and a select few friends. He had everything he wanted except a child. “No. I’m suggesting that we marry and once you deliver a live child—” 

“I can’t believe you said that.” She clutched her stomach as if she were already protecting a baby.

“I’m not handing over part of my company for a miscarriage.”

“Of course not but you shouldn’t talk about it.”

“Why?”

“I’m sure it’s bad luck or something.”

“I wasn’t aware you were superstitious.”

“I’m not but...don’t say that again.”

“Okay, but it’s in the contract.”

“That’s fine. It should be but we don’t need to talk about it.”

“Fine with me.” The less they discussed the contract the better. “After you deliver a”—he paused for a second—“child, you’ll get five percent co-ownership of Angel Face and the right to hire your own software team. I’ll have the final approval on all new hires. Then we’ll divorce, keeping joint custody of the baby. I’ll need my lawyer to add in the part about the marriage and divorce, but the rest of the contract will be the same.” It was an attractive offer. He was being more than generous.

Her lips pursed. “You don’t get the final say on who I hire for my team.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you just hire anyone. There are security matters—”

“I’ll make sure that they meet those, but I have to be the boss.”

“This is a business. I can’t let your inexperience affect my bottom line.”

“I choose who I want to hire and between the four of us we decide.” She frowned.

“The four of us?”

“You, me, Tobias and Merri. We’re all co-owners so we should all have a say in the new hires for the business.”

Right now, he didn’t care about anything but dragging her to his bedroom and fucking her until neither of them could move, but this was his business. “I make all the final decisions on employees. I do this for Merri’s staff and Tobias’s as well.”

“You do? I thought Merri hired everyone.”

“She chooses the candidates, but I make the final decision. I usually agree with her choices.”

“Oh. I guess that’s okay then.”

His mouth dried like he’d eaten a bag of cotton. This was it. He was getting married. His throat tightened and his stomach twisted. He took a sip of his drink. It was a business arrangement, nothing more but for some reason it felt like a lot more. 
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“Look it over and let me know if you or your lawyer have any questions. I’ll give you a copy of the marriage addendum tomorrow.” Harker handed Alison the contract.

“Tomorrow? It’s Saturday.” This was all moving too fast.

“My lawyer works whenever I need him to.”

“Why am I not surprised.” She flipped to the first page. “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this,” she muttered as she began reading the document. “I’m not changing my name.” She looked up at him. “What name should we give the baby?”

“I suggest we discover if it’s a boy or a girl first.”

“No.” She laughed. “I mean the last name. I’m not changing my name—”

“The child will have my last name. That’s not negotiable.”

“Oh.” This man was so bossy and arrogant, but she loved knocking him down a peg. “Then I get to pick the first name.”

“Fine.”

“If it’s a boy—”

“You are not naming him Gus. I’m serious about that.”

“You agreed. It’s my choice.” She grinned.

“It is, but not that name.”

“Why do you hate your name so much?” She’d never met anyone who had such an aversion to their name. “Gus is a nice name. Strong. A little old fashioned but it fits you.”

“I’m not old,” he said through gritted teeth.

“I know. I just meant that it fits with your generation.”

He inhaled deeply. “That’s the same as calling me old.” 

Alison was quite aware that he was trying to control his temper. People had been doing that around her all her life.

“Please, focus and read the contract. I want this child born before I turn fifty.”

She began to read the document again, but hundreds of questions ran through her head and that meant out of her mouth. “When will I have to see the doctor? I’ll need to know so I can set a date for the wedding. My mom is going to want a big affair, but I’ll convince her that small is better. Only immediate family and a few friends. I don’t want anything big because this isn’t real. I’ll save all the special things for my next marriage.” She paused. “My next marriage. I never thought I’d say something like that. I’d always thought that I’d be like my mom and marry once but I guess—”

“We can get the bloodwork done tomorrow. I’ll set up the appointment. We can be married on Sunday.”

“Sunday? This Sunday? As in two days from now?” Her throat almost closed with panic. This was all happening so quickly. 

“Yes, why wait? I told you I want this child to graduate before I’m sixty.”

“I know that, but did you set up the appointment with the clinic? I’d imagine that’d take some time. I’m sure they have to run tests and it doesn’t always take the first time.”

“What clinic? The bloodwork shouldn’t—”

“The in vitro fertilization clinic.” 

He stared at her like she was talking out of her nose.

“You know, so I can get pregnant. Have your baby.”

“We aren’t going to a clinic.”

“We aren’t?” 

“No.” 

“Then where? Oh, a hospital. I don’t know why I thought it was done at a clinic.” She knew almost nothing about in vitro fertilization, but she’d be reading up on it tonight.

“We won’t be going to a hospital either, at least not until you’re ready to deliver.”

“Then where will we go to get me pregnant?”

“Here.”

“Here? I’ve never heard of at home in vitro fertilization.”

“We won’t be using in vitro fertilization.” He seemed amused.

“Then I don’t understand. Is there a new way to put your sperm with my egg? In vitro is the only method I’ve heard of. I haven’t done any research on it but—”

“It’s not new. Not at all.”

She stared at him, confused.

“We’ll be doing it the old-fashioned way. I know you’ve heard of that.” His lips twitched like he was fighting not to laugh. “I’ve heard you complain about your lack of that on several occasions.”

“You mean sex?” She blinked. He had to be joking.

“Of course, I mean sex.”

“I can’t have sex with you.” She dropped the contract on the table. 
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Harker was no longer amused. “And why can’t you have sex with me?”

“Because...because you’re Gus. Barker. You’re...well...” Alison waved her hand at him. “You’re you.”

“What is wrong with me?” He’d never, ever been treated like this. “I’m a man and I can assure you that although I’m older than you everything works. Exceptionally well.”

“Oh...no. Oh, god. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“I don’t know how it could be taken any other way.”

“I’m sure you’re great...fabulous in bed and everything but, it’s just that...”

His pride should be eased a bit, but he knew Alison too well. The fatal attack was coming. He had to shut her up before it arrived, or he might have to find someone else to have his child. He leaned forward and clamped his hand over her mouth. His other hand tangled in her hair, holding her still. “Do not say another word.” Her eyes widened, staring into his. “I want you to think. Really think of what you can and will do for millions maybe billions of dollars. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

“Are you sure? If you go too far and say too much the deal is over. So, think long and hard about what you’re about to say. I know that concept is foreign to you and”—he felt a little better when her eyes narrowed—“you can’t help it that your thoughts spill from your mouth like vomit.” Now her eyes were hurt. He almost felt bad but damn it, she’d butchered his pride numerous times today. She deserved a little payback. “I’m going to let go of you now.” He tightened his hold on her hair for one second. “Think before you speak and if you can’t do that then don’t speak.” He slowly lifted his hand from her face and shifted away from her.

She straightened, opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again and took a deep breath. “Why can’t we do in vitro? I’ve heard...” She closed her mouth quickly.

Because I’m dying to fuck you probably wasn’t the right answer since she so obviously didn’t return the sentiment. “In vitro is for couples who have issues conceiving. I’m not taking it off the table, but I believe we should try the natural method first.”

She wrinkled her nose. He wanted to shout, come on. He was a catch. He was rich, successful, in shape and women found him very attractive. He even had several regular arrangements with women at La Petite Mort Club and they weren’t Pleasure Associates. They were rich, attractive, sensual women.

“I think we should try in vitro first,” she said.

“No.”

“Why not? It can’t be the expense. You have more money than you can spend.”

“First, I have more than I can spend because I don’t like to waste it and going straight for in vitro is a waste of money.”

“But I’d prefer—”

He’d better talk fast before she got rolling. “Second, female orgasms increase the likelihood of conception and I doubt you’ll orgasm at the doctor’s office.”

“Really? I never heard that.”

“It’s theory but the science backs it.”

“Oh.” Again her nose wrinkled. “I guess we could try but if it doesn’t work...How often do we have to do it before we opt for in vitro?”

“I think we need to suffer through it a few times. A month at least.”

“A month? Is that once a day? Once a week?” She sounded so horrified that Harker wasn’t sure his poor dick would ever stand up to play again. 

“Perhaps you’re right. This isn’t going to work.” He grabbed the contract.

“I’m sorry. You know I say whatever rolls through my head. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” She touched his hand. “I am sorry. I just...I’ve never thought of you like that.”

“Like what? A man?” Part of him was done with this but another part wanted to grab her hand and hold it. He’d been dreaming of touching her since she’d brought the pizza to his office for lunch.

He’d been fascinated by her energy and chatter from the first day he’d met her but the fact that she’d noticed he hadn’t eaten lunch had twisted his insides. No one ever thought of his comfort unless he paid them to do so.

“No. I know you’re a man, but I’ve never thought of you as a man I’d date...or have sex with. Not because of you but because you’re my boss. I don’t date men I work with. Ever. Especially my boss. As a woman in a man’s field this is something that you can’t do no matter what.”

“I can understand that.” It made sense and soothed his pride.

“I don’t think you can, not really. You’re a man. If you get a promotion or a raise no one whispers about who you slept with or what you had to do to earn it. Women have to keep everything completely professional all the time.”

“Does this mean you’re going to sign the contract?” He turned his hand so hers rested on his palm. It was the closest he’d get to holding her hand until she was his. 

There were shadows in her eyes, but she nodded. “I guess it does.”
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CHAPTER 17:  Alison
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“Alison are you sure about this?” asked Ellie.

“No.” Alison stared at herself in the mirror. She wore a white dress that hugged her hips with a scooped neckline to accentuate the little cleavage she had. Her hair was pulled up in a neat chignon with a few tendrils draping around her face. Her mother had insisted on a hat with a small veil, but she wasn’t putting that on until she had to.

“Then don’t do this.” Ellie took her hand. “Marriage is forever.”

“Where’s my mom?”

“She went to get your hat and veil.”

Alison glanced at the door to make sure her mom wasn’t standing there. The woman had some superpower that allowed her to catch someone doing something they weren’t supposed to be doing. As a kid Alison had wondered if her room had been bugged. Researching that had been her first foray into technology. “Not this marriage. It should only last about a year.” Her stomach fluttered. “One year and I’ll be co-owner of my own business, a very successful one, and Angel Face will be mine, or part mine.”

“And you’ll have a child”—Ellie squeezed her hand—“with a man you don’t...What do you feel for Harker?”

“It doesn’t matter what I feel for him.” She pulled her hand away. Ellie was supposed to be on her side, but all her friend had done the entire week since Alison had told her about her pending marriage and the contract was to try and talk her out of it. “I’ve always wanted a child someday.”

“And you’ll have one with someone you love.”

“Oh, please. I’m not lucky like you.” She’d never admit it, but she’d always been a bit envious of her friend. Ellie had never spent more than a few days without a man in her life. Whereas Alison’s experience had been the opposite.

“I wouldn’t call myself lucky.” Ellie’s eyes brightened. “Until Adrian I had the worst luck.”

“At least you had hope of getting married and having a family. I never had that. I had one eighteen-month relationship in college that ended when we graduated. After that, I’ve had nothing but short term...flings. A month or two but nothing that lasted long enough for me to even dream of a family.” She swallowed. The truth was hard to accept but lying to herself was worse. “Harker is offering me that and financial security.”

“But you don’t love him.”

“So. I’ll love our baby.” She’d finally have someone to pour all her love into and that child wouldn’t care if she talked too much or said inappropriate things. It’d love her because she’d show it nothing but love from the day it was born.

“Oh honey, please don’t do this. You’ll find someone. Your perfect man is out there. You just need to stop working so much and—”

“Enough Ellie, I’m doing this.” Her eyes teared up. “I want you to be on my side but if you can’t it’s fine.” It wasn’t at all. “Please don’t try and talk me out of it.”

“Of course, I’m on your side.” Ellie hugged her. “I’ve always got your back.” She smiled but it was forced. “If anyone can make this work it’s you. You’re the strongest most wonderful person I know.”

“I have no intention of even trying to make this work. I don’t know why you won’t believe that. I’m going to marry him, get pregnant, have the baby and then we’ll get an amicable divorce.”

“I hope you’re right, but I’ve lived with a lot of men and it’s never that simple. You’re a kind and loving person. You find a way to love and care for everyone you meet. If you truly don’t mean for this to last then please, protect your heart.”
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