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Praise for


any time, any place


Book Two in the Billionaire Builders Series





“Jennifer Probst is an absolute auto-buy author for me, and Any Time, Any Place is a prime example of why. Full of sensuality, humor, heart, and a deliciously sexy hero, Any Time, Any Place sucked me in from page one. Grab a copy—you won’t be disappointed!”


—New York Times bestselling author Julie Kenner


“Probst creates a realistic, incredibly relatable couple whose mistakes might be anyone’s, surrounding them with a stellar cast of characters, including a setup of the relationship that will likely feature in the sequel to this well-plotted, endearing story.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The chemistry between the two of them is so palpable I could feel it in my soul.”


—Books and Boys Book Blog, 5 stars


“I found the story to be an exciting mixture of ingredients resulting in a cocktail of tasty tidbits guaranteed to bring a smile to your face.”


—iScream Books, 5 stars


“This new series, the Billionaire Builders series, is a new passion of mine. This woman knows how to write raw emotion, create amazing characters with deep connection, and get to the intense feelings of love, passion, and understanding of the delicate balance of trust. She writes in a manner that completely engrosses you in the story and leaves you breathless for more. I crave her stories because she understands so much about the human psyche and is able to put that into words like no other author. This story deals with deep emotion and pain, and yet she gives us a beautiful side of love, which comes from healing, trust, and fiery passion. If you love reading contemporary romance, and you have not experienced a Jennifer Probst book, you are seriously missing out. Do yourself a favor and grab a copy.”


—A Midlife Wife


“Any Time, Any Place is a warm, sexy, gritty blockbuster of a book. Hear that sucking sound? That’s New York Times bestseller Jennifer Probst pulling me into Any Time, Any Place, the second book in her Billionaire Builders series.”


—BookPage




Praise for


everywhere and every way


Book One in the Billionaire Builders Series





“Probst tugs at the heartstrings with feisty Morgan, strong and silent Caleb, and an array of appealing supporting characters. Readers will root for Caleb and Morgan’s quest for happily ever after and will eagerly await the next in the series.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Probst’s fans will enjoy the unusual setup of her latest romance.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The passion just about sets the pages on fire.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Ms. Probst, with her clever characters, fast-paced story, and humorous dialogue, made me a very happy camper. . . . The backstory of Caleb’s family issues and [Morgan’s] control issues added to the appeal of this sexy, sassy, and seductive read. The Billionaire Builders series is off to a good start.”


—Night Owl Reviews, Top Pick
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A man deserves a second chance, but keep an eye on him.


—John Wayne


One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.


—Simone de Beauvoir


I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by its lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick ass.


—Maya Angelou




This book is dedicated to all the young women in my family ready to take on the world.


My nieces: Taylor, Kaitlyn, Amanda, and Anna.


You are strong and beautiful, fearless and magnificent. Never forget that, my dear ones. I am proud of you. Now go kick some ass.





prologue
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SEVEN YEARS AGO . . .


The darkness masked everything that was wrong and allowed her to bare not only her body but her very soul.


Her hands slid over sleek muscles and dampened skin. She arched under the heat of his mouth, at first demanding and rough, then gentling to an aching tenderness that broke her apart piece by piece. His name whispered from her lips in a prayer and a chant, wanting him, needing him . . .


“Tristan.”


He parted her thighs and slid home. She cried out at the burning fullness crowding all the empty spaces inside until there was only him, his beloved face inches from hers, tight with tension and a raw possession that thrilled her.


“Give me everything.”


She couldn’t fight his words or his body. His hands gripped her hips. His amber eyes glinted with masculine demand as he pushed her higher, wringing agonizing pleasure with each step toward climax, and she gave up, gave in, and let him catch her as she shattered with release.


He followed her over, groaning her name, and she clung to him with a vulnerable need she tried desperately to hide in the light of day. He rolled to the side, and for a few precious moments, he held her. She breathed in the delicious scent of sweat, sex, and musk, cuddling into his powerful strength.


Tears stung her eyes. God, how she loved him. When he held her like this, the confusion and fear calmed, and she was able to reach an inner peace. But he was slipping further away with each passing day, and she didn’t know how to stop the slide.


Maybe when he knew about the baby, things would change.


They’d get better. They’d make a commitment and move forward, and it would be like this all the time.


As if he caught her thought, he suddenly released her, turning away to sit up in the bed amid the tangled sheets.


The fragile hope was crushed like new spring grass under a booted heel.


“I have to tell you something, Syd.”


She gathered her courage. “I have to tell you something, too,” she said quietly.


He stood up. The moonlight trickled through the window and drenched him in a silvery glow. He pulled on his jeans with a quick precision that told her he wouldn’t be staying the night. Again.


“I’m leaving.”


Shock hit her like a sharp slap. She propped herself up on her elbow and stared. Panic stirred. “What are you talking about?”


He turned. His face looked like it was set in stone, as if he hadn’t been buried inside her a few minutes ago. “I’m done with this family. Done with this town. My asshole father just informed me he refuses to let me buy the real estate I wanted to flip. He wants me to be like Cal. To take his orders and build his cookie-cutter houses for the rest of my life. My own brother took his side, and we just had a blowout.”


Heart beating wildly, she tried to find a solution. The family construction business, Pierce Brothers, was legendary in Harrington, but Christian Pierce ran his empire with a fierce hand and an even fiercer tongue. As the middle sibling, Tristan had been struggling to find his place for years and to show his father what he could bring to the company. “Your dad has a temper. If you keep showing him how you can help Pierce Brothers, I’m sure he’ll come around.”


He spit out a curse and shook his head. “Would you stop defending my father, Syd? He fucking hates me. God, I could take that if he respected me, but he thinks I’m a joke. Dalton is already leaving for California, my mother is dead, and I refuse to spend the rest of my life being a lackey. I’m going to New York City and doing real estate.”


She winced, her heart twisting with pain. His mother, Diane, had been the heart of the family. The car crash that took her life a few months earlier ripped everyone apart, including Sydney. Diane had been like her own mother, and she was still reeling with grief. She struggled to put her thoughts into words. “Right now? Why don’t you give it a little more time? Go over all your options. It’s been hard for everyone.”


“There are no other options here! Don’t you understand nothing is ever going to change? I’m trapped. Trapped by my damn family and responsibilities and—” He broke off, shoving his fingers through his hair. “I can’t wait any longer. I’m leaving this week.”


Her breath backed up in her lungs. No. This was going all wrong. He couldn’t just leave after the past few months together. Could he? Yes, he’d been in pain after losing his mother and constantly fighting with his two brothers. They all were struggling to put the pieces back together. But she’d thought he was leaning on her to help him through it. Not running away to some new place with new people.


Not running away from her.


He felt trapped. Is that the way he felt about her? When she’d turned nineteen, her dream had finally come true. After all these years, he’d finally seen her. Wanted her. Stopped looking at her as a child and saw her all grown up. They’d shared something extraordinary, but now he looked at her like she was holding him back, comparing her to his family.


“What about—what about me?” She hated the weak whine to her voice. Why couldn’t she be strong and fierce? A woman confident in their relationship? She always reverted to that young girl who used to follow him around like a lost puppy, begging for attention. Shame filled her at the question, but she couldn’t look away. She needed his answer.


“Come with me.”


They were the words she craved to hear. She could accept them and run away like in her youthful fantasies. Leave her home and follow him to New York. They’d be together and be happy. Right?


The inner voice rose from her core and whispered in her ear.


What about the baby?


Trapped. His baby would make him feel like he was being strangled. Like she did. He’d never wanted her to go, or she wouldn’t have had to ask. It was his guilt over leaving her behind. There was a shiny new life calling to him, and she wasn’t a part of it. No, she was a part of his past, a part he wanted to forget. Their brief affair hadn’t been as life changing for him. He didn’t love her the way she so desperately needed him to.


Still, sheer stubbornness and habit kept her hoping.


“My grandmother is sick,” she said. “She’s been in and out of the hospital, and I need to take care of her.”


“My father can help out. You can visit her. I’m sure she’d want you to go.”


Once again, there was no passion or urgency in his voice. It was as if he was stating facts, giving rational reasons why she could join him. Her hands floated around to land on her flat tummy.


Trapped . . .


She’d go to New York and have his baby, and he’d be miserable. Or he’d decide to stay to be a father and be miserable. She’d be a mistake, along with his child. Could she live with that? She’d been one of those kids, with her junkie mother and a father who took off, leaving her in the care of her grandparents. Always feeling unwanted. Was this what she dreamed for her future?


Coldness lodged in her gut. No. She couldn’t do that to any of them. Even if she had to lose the man she loved in the process.


“I don’t want to go to New York, Tristan. This is my home. I like my job at Pierce Brothers, and I can’t leave my grandmother. She took care of me my whole life, and I owe her. I want to enroll in business school and get my degree. I can’t start all over in the city.”


“Of course, you can! Don’t you want more for yourself, Syd? More from your life?” Frustration clung to his aura. He clenched his fists and faced her down. “Is this it for you? Working for my father and settling in the same town you were born in? You can be anything in New York. I thought you weren’t going to be that scared little girl anymore. Just take the chance, and let’s do this. Let’s leave together.”


If he’d told her he loved her, she’d probably fly off the bed and follow him to Siberia. If he’d given her any indication emotion ruled his speech, she’d tell him about the baby and take a leap of faith.


Instead, she looked deep into those gorgeous amber eyes and saw . . .


Nothing.


The numbness took over. She knew the pain would come much later. Right now, she needed to do this and set him free. He didn’t love her the way she did him. There was something bigger out there for him. His dreams weren’t about her. And damned if she’d spend the rest of her life trying to be someone who always doubted she was enough. Someone who trapped him into a life of what-ifs and regret.


“I can’t leave, Tristan. I’m sorry. This is my home. I need to stay. And to be honest, I don’t think you really want me to go.”


He spun away from her. Anger beat from him in waves she could almost touch. “Are you kidding me? I ask you to go away with me, and you say you don’t believe me? Are we playing these ridiculous games again, Sydney? ’Cause I’m tired. You can do anything you want, and nothing is keeping you here except yourself. But I’m not about to beg.”


He grabbed his shirt, quickly dressed, and walked to the door. “Just remember you made your choice. I tried. I’m leaving on Friday, and I’m not looking back.”


The door shut behind him.


She wrapped the sheets tight around her and bowed her head. Body shaking, she let the surge of pain and fear wash over her and wondered if she’d made the biggest mistake of her life.





chapter one
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Sydney Greene-Seymour rushed into the office of Pierce Brothers Construction, frantically calculating how she’d make up the twenty minutes she’d lost in morning madness. Her daughter, Becca, had insisted on wearing her hair in a French braid, then raced back to her closet to change twice before school. If she acted like this at six years old, what would happen when she reached high school?


Sydney shuddered at the thought. Juggling her purse, laptop, and briefcase, she dug for the key. She was a bit of a control freak when it came to running the office where she’d worked since she was sixteen years old, and she liked to arrive before everyone else started. Order was the key to dealing with chaos. Her life had been such a series of sharp turns and fear-inducing hills, her soul was soothed in the one place she could not only control but thrive in.


Her job.


And finally, she was ready to take it to the next level.


The office was quiet, immediately calming her. She dropped her stuff on her desk, then headed to the kitchen in a hunt for sanity.


Or, at least, some clarity.


The kitchen was high-tech, from the stainless steel refrigerator to the cappuccino maker, soda machine, and various vending machines. With skilled motions, she quickly brewed the coffee, then grabbed her fave Muppets mug and filled it to the brim.


Trying not to gulp the wicked-hot liquid, she sipped and breathed, bringing her focus to the upcoming presentation. After years of running Pierce Brothers as executive assistant and general office guru, she was about to make the pitch of a lifetime. It was time to take the next step and prove her worth.


It was time to be promoted to CFO.


And they had no idea it was coming.


Nerves fluttered in her stomach, but she ignored them. She walked back into her office with her coffee, her Jimmy Choo high heels sinking into the plush carpet. She’d dressed to impress in her designer Donna Karan apple-green suit and even managed to pin up her crazed curls in a semblance of professionalism. Her black-framed glasses added a flair of style and seriousness. After grabbing her flash drive with her PowerPoint presentation loaded, she quickly set up the conference room with her handouts and laptop, then brought in a tray of pastries from Andrea’s Bakery with a pitcher of water. Nothing wrong with a little bribing, especially when it involved sweets. She double-checked the room.


Perfect. She was ready. She picked up her mug for another sip. She’d calculated this quarter’s profits and could clearly show the margin of growth once she brought in this new—


“Morning.”


She jerked at the deep, cultured voice breaking into her thoughts. Coffee splashed over the edge of her mug onto her jacket. Cursing, she swiveled her head, her gaze crashing into whiskey-colored eyes that were as familiar as her own beating heart. Familiar yet deadly, to both her past and her present. Why did he have to be the one who was here first? The man possessed an inner alarm clock that detested lateness.


She still hated the little leap of her heart when she was in his company, but it’d just become part of her routine. Kind of like eating and breathing.


Anyone else would’ve brought a smile and a bit of chatter. But Tristan Pierce didn’t talk to her. Not really. Oh, he lectured and demanded and judged, but he refused to actually have a conversation with her. Not that she cared. It was better for both of them to keep their distance.


“You scared me,” she accused. “Why don’t you ever make any noise when you walk into a room?”


Those carved lips twitched with the need to smile. Unfortunately, her presence rarely allowed the man to connect with any of his softer emotions, so he kept his expression grim. They’d been dancing around each other for two years now, and still struggled with discomfort in each other’s presence. Well, he experienced discomfort in the form of awkwardness.


She experienced discomfort in the form of sexual torture.


“I’ll work on it.” He gestured to the new brown stain on her clothes. “Need help?”


“I got it.” Her body wept at the thought of him touching her, even for a moment. Down, girl. She grabbed a napkin, dipped it in water, and dabbed at her suit jacket.


“I didn’t realize we were having a meeting today. I have some appointments.”


“I rearranged your schedule. This is the only time that everyone was able to meet.”


“Another board meeting?”


“Sort of.”


He didn’t ask any other questions. He rarely did.


She tried to ignore the waves of masculine energy that emanated from his figure. He’d always been the quiet one of his brothers, but he never needed words or noise to make his presence known. When he walked into a room, everyone noticed—men and women. He held a demeanor of competence and power in a whole different way from his brothers, Caleb and Dalton. As the middle child, he was a peacemaker and able to make decisions with a confident quickness most admired but never duplicated. His thoroughness was legendary. Tristan was able to see a problem from all angles and attack it with a single-minded intensity and level of control. He’d once brought that same talent to the bedroom, concentrating on wringing pleasure from her body with a thoroughness that ruined her for other lovers.


She studied him from under heavy-lidded eyes. His suits were legendary—custom made from the best fabrics and cut to emphasize his powerful, lean body. Today he wore a charcoal-gray suit, a snowy-white shirt, and a vivid purple tie. Engraved gold cuff links. His shoes were polished to a high sheen and made of soft leather. He always reminded her of one of those jungle cats who prowled with litheness, amber eyes lit with intention, taking their time before deciding what to do with prey. His analytical mind was as droolworthy as his body. Hard, supple muscles balanced with a beautiful grace most men could never pull off. His hair was thick, perfectly groomed, and a deep reddish brown. His face was an artistry of elegance, from the sharp blade of his nose to his square jaw, full lips, and high cheekbones. Lush lashes set off eyes that practically glowed, darkening to an intensity that made a woman’s heart beat madly. He was beauty incarnate, a feast for the senses a woman could never bore of while spending the rest of eternity studying every angle and curve and drowning in his cognac gaze.


She’d once been that woman. Of course, that was centuries ago, before the ugliness between them sprouted from dark corners and swallowed them up whole.


Didn’t matter. She only dealt with Tristan for work now, though the past two years had been more difficult, as she was forced to spend so much time in his presence. Those five years after he’d moved to New York and been away from Harrington were hard, but she’d finally grown up. Become a mother and made her own niche in life, rather than waiting for him to dictate her wants and needs.


If only she weren’t still attracted to the man.


Already the room surged with the innate connection between them. Some things never disappeared. They’d always had chemistry. Now it was just a matter of accepting it as fact and ignoring it.


Most of the time she managed.


“Let me settle in. We’ll start in fifteen?” he asked.


“Yes, that’s fine.”


She turned away, discarding the napkin, and he left. She practically sagged in relief. Having him too close threw her off, and this morning she needed to be a poised, cool, confident professional.


Twenty minutes later, the team was assembled around the conference table. She tried to keep a smug smile from her face as they immediately attacked the tray of pastries, arguing good-naturedly over who got what and who saw which first. She’d decided on a sneak attack for her presentation. She knew these men well, and taking them by surprise would lower their defenses and allow them to really listen to her presentation without preliminary assumptions. The biggest problem with working for Pierce Brothers for the past decade was also her greatest asset.


She was like family. Unfortunately, this meant being treated like a little sister, which was also frustrating. She needed to convince them she was the best person for the job of CFO based on her business history. Not because of familial relations.


“Who called this meeting?” Cal asked between bites of his favorite cinnamon bun. “It wasn’t on my schedule originally.” As the oldest brother of the crew, he was the most no-nonsense, with a simple, rugged manner. He wore his usual uniform of old, ripped jeans, a white T-shirt, and work boots. His face was as rough as his appearance, from his hooked nose to his bushy brows and gunmetal-gray eyes, but he was always protective and held the wisest counsel she knew. He’d led the company along with his brothers when it was almost lost due to his father’s will, but now they stood together, bonded once again by affection.


“Not me.” Dalton had his legs stretched out and propped up on the opposite-facing leather chair. She held back a sigh at the lack of professionalism. “I have no issues to discuss.” As the youngest, he’d always been the wildest, and his woodworking talent was legendary. Stinging-blue eyes, long blond surfer-type hair, and an easy charm made women fall happily in line to warm his bed. Of course, now he was settled and in love with Raven. He’d grown and matured over the past year, and she had never seen him so happy.


They both looked at Tristan, who shrugged. Elegantly, of course. “I was told my calendar was rearranged just for this meeting.”


The final member in the crew, not related by blood, was Brady. He lifted his hands in the air. “Nope. Have no idea what this is about.” As the architect and a longtime family friend, he’d carved his own niche for himself in the company. With his dark Latin looks and commanding manner, he’d been essential to their success and easily held his own.


Time to gain control of this meeting and do what she came for.


“I did.”


All gazes turned and focused on her. She gave them a cool smile and flipped on her laptop so the first slide of her PowerPoint presentation flashed on the screen. After quickly distributing the stack of handouts, she stood at the head of the conference table. Already she took in Tristan’s fierce frown as he began flipping through the pages of her proposal.


“What’s this about, Syd?” Cal asked, finishing up his pastry.


“As you know, I’ve been working at Pierce Brothers a long time. I started as file clerk, worked my way up to secretary, then executive assistant. I’ve been in charge of accounting, marketing, and managing the office staff.”


Cal cocked his head. “You want a raise. You don’t need to hold a meeting for this. You deserve a pay bump.”


“I don’t want just a raise, Cal. I want to be promoted to CFO of Pierce Brothers. I want to be part of the board of directors.”


Dalton whistled. A grin curved his lips. “Man, this is gonna be good,” he drawled, taking a bite of a simple jelly doughnut.


Brady sat back in his seat, a thoughtful look on his face. Cal nodded, urging her to go on. She refused to glance over at Tristan. She didn’t need any negative energy affecting her presentation.


“I’ve been in charge of the accounts at Pierce Brothers for years, which goes beyond the standard accounts receivables and payables. Besides budgeting, I’m involved in negotiating with our local vendors for discounts and securing new jobs, and I have built solid relationships that keep productivity at increased levels. I’ve included a breakdown of the past quarter’s profit margin.” She brought up the graphs, which were also included in the work sheets. “As Pierce Brothers has evolved, the workload has doubled, and all of you are consistently in the field. I’ve been able to fill in the gap by being more involved in the design aspect. Three months ago, I secured a new contract with Grey’s Custom Flooring with a significant discount to our clients. I was able to do this because of my relationship with Anthony Moretti. Building up my main base of contacts keeps Pierce Brothers viable and able to keep offering unique materials to our clients.”


Cal tapped his pen against the desk. “I was impressed with Grey’s. The quality is top-notch, and they’ve been easy to work with. You did a great job.”


She gave a slight nod. “Thank you. I’d like to show you how those savings affected our bottom line.” She clicked steadily through the slides, breaking down each of her skills and leading up to the main event.


It was time to bring it home.


“I believe it’s time to move forward. We’re financially stable and ready to take on a bigger job with our redesigning and renovation projects.” Tristan glanced up, frowning. This was the delicate part of negotiations. She was stepping directly into Tristan’s territory, but it was time he realized what she could bring to the organization on her own. “I’ve been in talks with Adam Cushman. He’s been very interested in securing some homes in the Harrington area and on the lookout for an opportunity. I believe he’s finally found one.”


“Cushman?” Tristan narrowed his gaze. “He’s a big developer in New York City. I worked with him briefly. How is it you know him well enough to be involved in such a conversation without my knowledge?”


His voice was chilled, like one of those frosty mugs Raven used in her bar. Sydney fought a shiver, determined not to let him intimidate her. Not anymore. “If you remember, you were in a bidding war with him for the property on Allerton. He came into the office one day, but no one was here, so I took the meeting. You ended up winning the property, but he kept in contact with me regarding future opportunities in Harrington. We both hold a similar vision on developing more family-friendly homes with touches of unique design to court a solid middle-class income bracket.”


“What properties is he interested in?” Tristan flicked out the demanding question with a touch of impatience.


She gave a tight smile. “It’s there in the proposal you’re holding.” She clicked to the next slide of her PowerPoint, sketching out a block of houses. “He’ll be purchasing a total of eight houses on Bakery Street.”


Dalton stared at the screen, shaking his head. “Bakery? Those houses are in bad shape. Most of the tenants abandoned them, and no one’s been interested in renovation for an entire block.”


“Exactly.” She pushed the button for the next screen. “Adam has been able to purchase the entire lot and plans to renovate them all together, then flip them. This is the breakdown of approximate costs. We still need architectural proposals drawn up and design specifics discussed, but he’s on board and wants Pierce Brothers to take the job.”


Tristan studied the papers in front of him as if he were a lawyer about to take the bar exam. Brady scribbled notes in the margins, nodding. Dalton shot her a proud grin. It took everything she had not to smile back at his obvious admiration, but she kept her gaze focused on Cal.


“Ambitious,” he said slowly. “And brilliant. How’d you sell him Pierce?”


“I want to use local suppliers for the entire project. I convinced Adam to go local instead of using the main manufacturing plants. We’re concentrating on unique kitchen and bath features to appeal to middle income. Fenced-in yards, smaller-type decks, and appealing front porches for the lot.”


“Have you confirmed all our local suppliers will be on board with this?” Tristan demanded. “Many of them refuse to work with the bigwigs. They prefer local developers. Not city slickers, as they term them.”


“I’ve made initial contact and received definite interest. I’d meet with them and get everything in writing before moving forward.”


“Well done,” Cal murmured, still tapping his pen. “This is a huge job, Sydney. Do you have specifics?”


She clicked to the next screen, which showed an organized calendar of tasks, assignments, and proposed time slots. “This is the working plan, but of course it will be tweaked as we discuss further.”


“I would’ve appreciated a heads-up before this meeting,” Tristan clipped out. “I have another project in the works, and this will take up my calendar for the next several months. Why didn’t Adam reach out to me before this?”


She practically purred with satisfaction as she delivered the crushing words. “Because Adam wants me to lead this project. Not you.”


The men stared at her in slightly shocked silence.


She smoothly continued her pitch. “Adam trusts me. He knows I’ll retain his vision and be the main contact throughout the project. The only way he’ll give Pierce Brothers the job is if I’m in charge. And the only way I’ll agree to be in charge is if you promote me to CFO.”


Sydney snapped the laptop closed. The screen went dark.


“I need something more. I deserve this opportunity. I know we’ll need to hire another person to take over more office responsibilities, but I think Charlie may be interested. I know her primary love is doing renovation and rehab, but learning the business from the ground up intrigues her.”


Brady nodded. Charlie had come to Pierce Brothers as an intern, then slowly made her way to becoming indispensable for her skill in pulling apart houses and putting them back together. She and Brady had experienced their own fireworks, beginning with intense dislike and moving to grudging respect and then something much more. Though they seemed like opposites, they fit together perfectly, and it was obvious how in love each was with the other.


“Charlie actually mentioned she’d like to take on more work,” he said. “It’s definitely a possibility.”


“I have no problem hiring another person,” Cal said. “Securing this project could be a big asset, especially for the future.”


Dalton grabbed another jelly doughnut. “I think it’s amazing, Syd. Great presentation.”


“Thank you.”


Suddenly burning amber eyes pierced into hers. Tristan’s lips pressed together in a thin line of disapproval. “You giving us an ultimatum?”


She met his gaze head-on, refusing to flinch. Refusing to back down. “I’m giving you a proposal. A smart one. And I’ll be waiting for your decision. Adam wants to move quickly on this, so I’d like to be able to get back to him.”


“Fair enough.” Cal rose to his feet. “Give us some time to discuss. We’ll have an answer for you soon.”


She smiled. “I appreciate it.” Scooping up her laptop and empty coffee mug, she walked out of the conference room with her head held high.


She’d done it. Whatever happened next, she’d made her pitch and fought for what she deserved, for both her and Becca. After all these years in the background, she finally had her chance.


She intended to take it.





chapter two
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Tristan stared at the stack of papers in front of him, neatly typed out, with impressive charts, graphs, and cost analyses. She’d handled herself like a true professional, reflecting a calm demeanor during his questions and delivering an adept presentation of exactly why she should be promoted to CFO.


Too bad she still pissed him off.


“Well, that was interesting,” Dalton commented, finishing off his third jelly doughnut. “I had no idea Sydney wanted to move up. She always seemed pretty happy with her duties.”


Cal leaned back in his chair. “I’m not surprised. Been waiting for this awhile now. Guess she was finally ready.”


Tristan regarded his brother from across the table. “You knew about this deal she concocted with Cushman?” he asked. “A deal she deliberately worked on behind my back?”


One bushy brow shot up. “No, I didn’t know about Cushman, but you gotta give her credit. We certainly weren’t pursuing the opportunity. Because she put herself out there and followed through, we may gain a lucrative contract.”


“I can’t believe you knew she was going for a promotion and you never told us,” Tristan muttered. “You may be president, Cal, but we’re all equal members at this table.”


Cal cocked his head. “Damn, bro, why are you so pissed? I didn’t know she wanted to be CFO, but I knew she’s been working for this company for years, ran the office from the ground up, and is probably getting bored with her job. She’s smart and ambitious. Why shouldn’t she go for CFO?”


“She’s definitely qualified,” Brady offered. “To be honest, not one of us has ever competently pitched our projects in this manner. I think we’d be smart to vote her in.”


“Agreed,” Dalton said. “Cushman is just an extra benefit. Letting her lead on this job will allow her to spread her wings a bit. She’s always been great with figures, but there’s a creative vision she never gets to follow through on. This will do it.”


Irritation spiked through Tristan. The worst part was he wasn’t sure why. But Sydney had always irritated him, whether it had been as a young girl following him around with those sweet, longing glances or as a mouthy teen with a body that had filled out with luscious curves and tempted him at every turn.


It certainly didn’t help how she’d only blossomed with age. She walked with the power of a woman who knew how to get what she wanted, perfectly demonstrated by today’s meeting. Her strawberry-colored hair now hung halfway down her back, still curly and wild as ever, like silk trapped in fire. She liked to wear it up now, shoving those strands into a neat chignon. Her face had always been a bit too round, her mouth and eyes a bit too wide, and she’d always despised the scattering of freckles across her nose and dotted generously over her white skin. He hated those black-framed glasses that hid her jade-green eyes and gave him fantasies about sexy librarians. Her wardrobe drove him slightly mad, with her tight designer suits, short skirts, and sexy high heels. She’d never been petite or small boned—no, her body was all Eve, lush and ripe like the apple that tempted her. In New York, he’d had a hard time meeting a woman over a size 6. Their makeup was always flawless, they regularly attended blow-out salons to kill any curls, and they were all vegetarians who believed in saving the earth. They never looked at him with adoration and always paid their own check and would instruct the bartender exactly how to make their Skinnygirl martini.


No, much easier to concentrate on the way she treated him like a bug she’d rather squash or her refusal to talk to him during Sunday dinners at the mansion or the cool tone of her throaty voice when she answered his demands, like he was slightly brain damaged.


Much easier to remember the depth of her betrayal.


If he concentrated on that truth, it was easier to ignore the persistent electricity crackling between them and the low thrum of arousal beating through each cold, deliberate word spoken.


Just lingering stuff from the past, he told himself. They worked better together when they avoided each other and stayed in their private corners.


But now she was challenging the corner he’d put her in.


“Listen, I’m not saying Sydney’s not competent at her job,” he said steadily. “But she’s never headed a project with flipped properties, renovation, and design. I’ve always been the one in charge, and I don’t like that ultimatum she threw out at us. She has no right.”


Dalton shrugged. “You would’ve done it,” he pointed out. “It’s good business. Offer something we want and present the hook to get it. Would’ve thought you’d admire her moves.”


“It’s different,” he gritted out.


“How?” Cal asked.


He clenched his fists under the table. Frustration rippled through him. “She tricked us. Plus, if she fails, we lose Cushman for future projects and put ourselves in a serious financial hole. It’s too risky.”


“I don’t think so,” Cal said. “She’ll have to be lead, but it’s critical you work with her at every step. That will confirm our success.”


He refused to acknowledge the slight trickle of panic threatening. “I’m too busy to babysit. I have my own shit going on.”


“Like what?” Dalton asked. “You said in another week you’d be clear. Did you take something else on?”


He tamped down the urge to pound on his brother. “I was planning on investigating some houses outside of town.” The vague explanation only made it more obvious he was full of crap. Dalton and Caleb shared a knowing look.


“Why are you so against this?” Cal demanded. “Don’t you think she’s earned CFO? Or is your problem personal?”


He jerked and smothered a curse word. His brothers knew they’d had a fling years ago, but he’d kept most of the details a secret. Being with Sydney had been almost taboo—she’d been a soft spot for his parents and had practically grown up in their household like a younger sister. Of course, his brothers had been barely talking back then, anyway. When he took off to New York to carve out his own path, they lost all contact for five full years. It was only when Christian Pierce died that Tristan returned to Harrington to discover his father’s will stated Pierce Brothers would be sold unless they all ran the company together for one full year.


The memory of that first year made Tristan shake his head. They’d barely been able to be civil to one another, let alone run a company. It was a hard year, full of painful fights and realizations that had changed them all. Finally, they’d healed the past, and he’d gotten his brothers back. There was still the occasional blowup or argument, but underneath was a respect and love that guided them through. Finally Pierce Brothers was a true family company again, and he’d decided to stay in Harrington.


Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to move forward with Sydney.


“Not personal,” he shot back. “Just trying to present a full view of the obstacles. I know we all admire Sydney, but this is a big decision.”


Cal’s gunmetal eyes flickered as if he knew what the real problem was but wasn’t going to force his brother to say it. “I say it’s an easy decision to make,” Cal said. “But we all have to be in agreement. Those in favor of offering Sydney the CFO position and taking on Cushman’s project, say yes.”


“Yes,” Brady said.


“Hell yes,” Dalton called out.


“It’s a yes for me, too,” Cal said.


Tristan remained silent. Everyone turned to look at him. A strange stirring in the pit of his stomach warned him that if he agreed, things were going to change. He wouldn’t be able to constantly avoid her. He’d be in her presence, day after day, working closely with her.


But even he couldn’t deny her the promotion she deserved, no matter his doubts. No matter how much he didn’t like it.


“Agreed.”


“Good. I’ll bring her in.” Cal headed out the door and returned with Sydney. Tristan had to give her credit. Even at the moment of truth, she gave off the confident vibe of a woman deserving of success. When had that happened? When had she changed from the insecure, tentative young girl who looked to him for all the answers?


“It’s official. Welcome to the board, Sydney. Congratulations.”


Her joyous smile poked at Tristan’s heart, but he kept it firmly barricaded. Cal gave her a warm hug, Dalton picked her up for a quick spin in his arms, and Brady squeezed her shoulder.


Tristan remained seated, somehow frozen in place.


“Why don’t you talk to Tristan about your next step with Cushman?” Cal suggested. “I know we have to move fast, so I’ll leave you both to work out those details.”


“Of course.”


Everyone else filed out, shutting the door behind them. Silence descended. Tristan watched her smooth down her skirt, grab some papers, and gracefully sit in the leather chair.


He forced himself to speak. “Congratulations.”


She nodded. Tilted her head. And met his gaze with full force. “You didn’t want to vote for me, did you?”


He tried to keep his expression neutral. No need for her to see any type of weakness at this point. Not when they were about to spend too many hours together on a regular basis. “No,” he admitted.


Her banked anger shot out at him in sparks. “Don’t like sharing the spotlight?” she challenged. “Or does my being boss bother you?”


His jaw clenched. “My ego has nothing to do with my reservations.”


“Then why?” she demanded. “Haven’t I proved myself at this point? Or will I never be good enough for you?”


He refused to squirm in his chair. The familiar scent of orange blossoms drifted in the air and teased his nostrils. The smooth expanse of her bare legs in those ridiculous heels bothered the hell out of him. Why couldn’t she wear pants? Why did she consistently emanate sensuality with every breath? He tried to snap back his focus. “It’s not that you don’t deserve the promotion. You’ve never taken on such an ambitious project, and you forced us to make a decision based on how bad we want Cushman to sign. That isn’t fair.”


“Bullshit,” she bit out. “I forced you to make a decision you would’ve dragged on for way too long. And I’ll relish showing you how well I can run this project on my own. I’m not about to fail, Tristan. I worked too hard to get here, and one day I’ll get the satisfaction of hearing you say you were wrong. Wrong about me and my ability to handle anything you throw at me.”


His dick stirred in his pants at the raw hunger carving out the lines of her face, the sizzling heat in her eyes. The same hunger and heat she used to express when looking at him, begging him with her body and voice and eyes to take her, fuck her, claim her.


The space between them shrank, filling the air with a crackling, sexual tension that exploded in the room and tried to drag him under. He sucked in a breath, got himself under control, and swore he’d do whatever he needed to keep his distance. No way was he going back down that path. He’d once begged her to choose him, and she’d turned away.


He’d never beg again.


“I’d advise us to stick to future business,” he said coldly. “We’ll need to set up a conference call with Cushman and get Brady working on specific plans. I hope you’ll be able to work late and on weekends. This will take up all of your spare time.”


Her voice went back to its rigid distance, as if she was barely able to tolerate his company. “I’ll handle it.”


“Good. Let’s start with the first house.”


For the next hour, Tristan concentrated on the task at hand, putting his body on lockdown. Work was primary. The goal was the only thing that mattered, not this strange relationship that imprisoned his body and stirred his mind.


But the past still drifted between them, curling and wispy like smoke that eventually disappears into nothing.


“Tristan! Wait for me!”


Impatience snapped at him, but he stopped running and turned. Her chubby legs pumped with effort, but the determination on her face confirmed she would have followed even if he hadn’t stopped. Sydney never took no for an answer, even if it meant ruining his game.


“Why don’t you find Dalton?” he hissed, trying to keep his voice low. Playing zombie tag required a delicate balance of swiftness, savvy, and sheer luck. The acres of woods around his house were perfect but also known to hide a good sneak attack. With her wild red hair, clumsy motions, and high voice, she’d get him caught in no time.


“I want to stay with you,” she said stubbornly. She reached him, her breath coming out in ragged pants.


“Fine, but you gotta keep up.”


“I will. I saw Carl over by the shed.”


“Good. Let’s head this way.” He took off with her at his heels but made himself go a tad slower. Why did he always have to look out for her? Having two brothers was already a pain in the butt, and now he got stuck with a girl. Mom always warned him to be nice, and he liked Syd, but she was always trailing him, asking him to play and stuff. He was fifteen—practically a grown-up—yet she kept trying to join in, whether it was to play video games or baseball or to watch movies. “Keep your ears out for any sounds.”


“I will.”


They walked through the brush in silence, listening to the chatter of birds, the snap of branches, and the wind in the trees. The rich scents of earth and rotting leaves rose to his nostrils. Voices echoed, but they were to the left, so they must be heading in a good direction.


“I saw a zombie movie once,” she said. “It was really gross. They wanted to eat brains.”


“Your grandmother let you watch it?” he asked.


“No, I snuck out of my bed at night and watched it. I’m more grown up than you think.”


He snorted. As if. “You’re only eleven. Still in elementary school.”


“So? Diane says I’m mature for my age.”


“Mom’s just trying to make you feel better. Besides, wouldn’t you rather be playing with dolls and princesses and stuff?”


She wrinkled her nose and shot him a disgusted look. “Ugh, I hate that stuff. I’d rather hang with you. Your dad said he’s going to bring me to the job site so I can see how the houses are built. I’m going to work for him one day and run the whole company.”


“Why? Don’t you want to get out of here when you get older? Go somewhere cool?”


She shrugged and picked at a hangnail. Her sneakers dragged through the leaves. “No. I like it here. And I’m gonna like working for your dad.”


Annoyance flooded him. He was trapped with nowhere to go. If it were up to him, he’d travel and do something great. Something just for him. He was sick of always taking his father’s orders and being ignored. His father only listened to Cal and never him. Dalton was always with Mom. Tristan had no one, but he didn’t care. Sydney had the freedom he always wanted, but she just wanted to stay in stupid Harrington. “Well, I’m going off to college soon.” If he could get far enough away, maybe things could change. But already his father was warning him he’d need to go local so he could continue working for Pierce Brothers.


“But you’ll come back, right?” Her green eyes held a worried glint and something else, something deeper that made his stomach tighten in a weird way. Like he was important.


“Maybe.”


She opened her mouth to say something, but voices broke through the woods, and he shushed her. Looking around wildly, he dragged her over to a massive oak tree with thick, gnarled branches.


“They’re coming,” he whispered. “We gotta climb this tree.” Her eyes widened. He shinnied up the trunk and got to the first branch. “Come on, hurry before they spot you.”


“I can’t get up there!”


The voices got louder.


He muttered a curse word that made him feel manly and glared. She was going to get him caught. “Yes, you can. Try.”


She scrunched up her face and tried to crawl up the fat trunk, but her arms and legs weren’t long enough to get a decent grip. “Tristan, help me!”


He groaned, leaning down to offer his hand. She grabbed on, and he yanked her up to the first branch, her legs scraping against the rough bark, drawing blood.


“I hear them! Over here!” Carl’s voice was full of triumph. Feet pounded in the brush.


“Damn, Syd, they heard you!”


Her lower lip trembled. “Sorry.”


Annoyance warred with sympathy. “Is your leg okay?”


She looked so miserable. “Yeah.”


Guilt struck. “Just forget it. You stay here, and I’ll jump off and head toward the creek.”


Sheer stubbornness flickered over her face. She shook her head so her red curls slapped her ruddy cheeks. “No. I can help you. Run.”


“What are you—”


With a wild whoop, she jumped down from the tree branch and started waving her hands in the air. “You can’t catch me, you can’t catch me!”


“There she is—get her!”


With one last glance, Sydney took off in the opposite direction, leading the boys away. Tristan quickly leapt down, taking off to safety. He heard victory yells as they caught her, and she turned into a zombie, but he already knew she’d never lead them back to him. She liked to make him happy, which made him feel bad when he was mean to her.


Oh well. At least he’d win the game.


He pushed the thought of Sydney from his mind and concentrated on winning.





chapter three


[image: Images]


Mama, it’s almost my birthday! Can we get an ice-cream cake?”


Sydney laughed, grabbing her daughter and pulling her onto her lap. “Of course. You know that’s my favorite. What do you want to do, sweetheart? Have you decided?”


Her daughter tilted her face and scrunched up her nose. “Can we go to Chuck E. Cheese?”


Sydney couldn’t help wincing. It may be a kid’s paradise, but it was a mother’s nightmare. The loud, flashing games, overexcited children hunting for prize tickets and winning only enough for a spider ring, and a large mouse character that danced in a purple sweater. She always left with a headache.


Maybe she could sneak in a flask and fill it with wine.


“Sure. Just get me a list, and we’ll send out some invitations.”


“Okay. And I want to see Uncle Cal and Morgan and Dalton and Tristan and Uncle Brady. Can they come to my party? ’Cause they’re my family.”


Her chest tightened, but she managed a breath. The guilt was manageable this time. Practice did make perfect. “Yes, honey. But we’ll have a cake for you at Uncle Cal’s house, and Morgan said she’s making your favorite dish.”


“Spaghetti and meatballs?”


“Yep.” She savored her daughter’s soft body sprawled over her lap and the scent of her coconut shampoo. Her pink T-shirt boasted her favorite Disney princess: Ariel, because she had the same color hair. Her jeans had pink sparkles and matched the glittery nail polish on her fingers and toes. Already Becca was moving away from her cuddling, demanding more alone time and independence to read, draw, or play on her Kindle. How had so much time flashed by without Sydney realizing it? She used to laugh at mothers warning her to enjoy the toddler years, when she’d just prayed to be out of diapers and formula and sleepless nights. Now her daughter was reading on her own and had a group of friends she insisted on seeing at regular revolving playdates. She was going to be a powerhouse one day, but until she grew into that power, Sydney tried to keep her daughter’s temper, and independence, in check. “I can’t believe you’re going to be seven,” she murmured, stroking her daughter’s hair.


“Was Matilda in the movie seven?” Becca asked. “ ’Cause I want to be like her.”


“I think so. Wait a minute—you want to have terrible parents who lock you up, are mean to you, and don’t let you go to school?”


Her daughter giggled. “No, but she gets to watch TV all the time. I’d like that part.”


“Brat.” Another giggle. Becca was always trying to finagle more television time. “For now, I need to get started on dinner. Sorry I’ve been working late this week. This new job will be a bit challenging, so I’ll need you to help out more and understand I won’t be home as much. Just for a while.”


“That’s okay, Mommy. I’m happy you got a premition.”


“Promotion.”


“Yeah, that. But don’t forget about my ballet recital.”


“I’d never forget your recital. Are you nervous?”


“A little.”


“We’ll get there early so I can be in the front row, okay?”


Her daughter’s smile was Sydney’s heaven and earth, making her heart explode with a fierce emotion that still humbled her. The moment Becca had pushed her way into the world, wailing in fury, Sydney had tumbled into a love that knew no bounds.


The voice she’d shoved deep inside, trapped in a locked box of her own making, slithered up to whisper.


She doesn’t just belong to you . . .


Dear God, it was getting worse. Every day since the Pierce brothers had come home, she’d struggled. Her peaceful, ordered existence was shredded. Now she was haunted every day. Every night. Haunted by the truth she’d sworn to hide when Becca was born.


Her thoughts broke off as her daughter shot out of her lap, snuggling complete. “I’m hungry, Mama. Can I go play?”


“Yes, I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.” She watched her daughter bound up the stairs, and with a sigh, she headed to the kitchen. Her home was small but perfect for the two of them, a yellow-shingled bi-level on a dead end. With a fenced-in yard, she had no worries about traffic, and she felt safe and secure, tucked away from the world. She’d decorated the house with all the girly stuff she loved—from throw pillows in bright teal to cozy afghans and fuzzy rugs supersoft under bare feet. She liked her work ruthlessly organized and her house casually messy. A good thing, because Becca was a whirlwind of activity, and Sydney was constantly reminding her to pick up her toys so she didn’t trip on Barbie dolls, DVDs, and books.


Sydney opened the refrigerator, removing the thawed tilapia and slipping into mechanical mode. She still told Becca it was special chicken, since Becca gave her a hard time about eating fish. Dumping the fish into a pan, she doctored it with citrus, dill, and basil, olive oil, fresh garlic, and Himalayan salt. She scrubbed the potatoes and slid them in the oven, then grabbed a bag of frozen peas to steam—her child’s only accommodation with green vegetables. She pulled a bottle of Chardonnay from the refrigerator and poured herself half a glass, sighing with pleasure at the first cold, fruity sip.


As she moved around the kitchen in a dance she could complete with her eyes closed, she mentally ticked down the list of items to finish before the weekend. Time was a challenge, but Charlie was a quick learner and taking on more responsibility in the office. Sydney and Tristan were visiting the site tomorrow, and she’d need to meet Adam in the city soon for final contracts. She relished being more hands-on with the renovation and creative process, but she’d stepped right into Tristan’s territory, and he wasn’t letting her forget it.


He was always . . . around. Questioning every move. Lifting that arched brow in silent regard, forcing her to doubt her initial instincts. Trying to check up on her like she was a child and hadn’t been working for the company since she was sixteen. He drove her mad, and eventually something was going to break. It was more than his judging stares and intense amber eyes. No, he seemed to be analyzing where she fit, as if trying to figure her out on a deeper level.
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