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Chapter One

Richard slipped into the conference room and raised his eyebrows at his father, who waved at him to keep quiet and take a seat. One more meeting and he’d be out of the office until after the big Confectioners Association conference. Throaty laughter floated through the speaker, catching his attention and making him wonder who was on the line.

“Have you reviewed the offer? You should’ve received the most current information last week.”

His father sat forward on his elbows and spoke into the phone. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve been going over the details, but I still need to meet with my son. I want him to have a clear view of what’s on the table before we make any big decisions. He’s going to be the one taking over when I retire.” His father leaned back in his chair, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Of course, if he won’t agree, maybe I’ll just say yes so we get to spend more time together.” He grinned at Richard, clearly pleased with his little joke, which only managed to set his son’s teeth on edge.

“Michael, you are too much.” A sexy, feminine voice wound through the conference room, smooth as melted cocoa butter and twice as decadent. “You’ve got to let me buy you a drink in Vegas so we can hash this out. I know you’ll see things my way.”

“I’d love that, Yvette, but I’m buying. I insist.”

Yvette? It must be Yvette Cruz, the mergers and acquisitions representative from Saffron Sweets. The one who’d been approaching his father from every angle to convince him to agree to a buyout.

More than thirty years ago, Michael Morgan had started the family business at the urging of Richard’s mother, Amelia, a fabulous cook with an unquenchable sweet tooth. The neighborhood candy shop in a quiet section of Philadelphia was an immediate success, and Richard and his brother Robert grew up amid its gleaming confectionary jars, sweeping and dusting, manning the cash register, and serving customers. They’d even assisted their mother with recipes for new confections.

The business grew rapidly during the past three decades from a thriving regional brand to a national conglomerate—all the while remaining family owned and privately held. Newer, bigger divisions arose that supplied beverages, pet care products, and household chemicals to consumers, and now Morgan Enterprises was one of the largest privately-held companies in the country with divisions spread across America.

However, with the new directions, confections had faltered and consistently lost money over the last several quarters. Selling it to Saffron Sweets, a startup chocolatier that had traded artisanship for mass-production and reaped considerable profits and growth over the last few years, made good business sense.

His father was relaxed, with a fond smile on his face, and a playful tone that matched hers in his voice. This woman represented the death of the one thing in the world Richard cared about, and his father was practically flirting with her.

“Wonderful. See you there.” He could hear the smile in her voice, and it pushed his blood pressure up a few notches.

“Yep, see you soon.”

They ended the call, and Richard stalked around the room, pausing to pour ice water into a crystal tumbler. He tamped down his rising irritation, unclenched his fists, and sat back down in his chair. “You already know that I don’t want any division of Morgan Enterprises going public, and that includes confections. I wish you would just turn them down already. If Saffron wants to expand their product lines beyond chocolates, I don’t see why they can’t do that without us. I know it’s not up to me, but I think this is a mistake.”

He looked across the conference table at his father, who had become his mentor, his friend, and his confidante. Recently, however, they hadn’t been seeing eye to eye.

“Son, I love your devotion to the company. Always have. Why you’re so protective of the confections division in particular is beyond me, however. That division’s been a loss leader for years, and as you know, I’ve been considering narrowing our focus so that pet care and chemicals gets more attention. I wouldn’t mind having confections out of the picture so we can grow in other areas. Just think of how much more we could do with the profitable divisions if we shed the dead weight. It’s actually lucky that they’re so interested. If we sell, we can at least recoup some of our investment instead of letting confections die a slow and unprofitable death.”

It never failed to surprise Richard how different their viewpoints could be despite the stubborn streak they shared. For years, that combination had kept things strained. His father had done his best, had raised Richard and his younger brother Robert with love and devotion after their mother’s death, but he was busy building the business and finding the next Mrs. Morgan. He was a good father, but it wasn’t until Richard was himself an adult and working with Michael in the executive offices to steer the business that they’d managed to grow closer.

“How can you say that? Candy is what made Morgan a household name! It’s what we’re known for, what we’ve always been known for. I know it isn’t as lucrative as the other branches, but as a Morgan, it feels like a part of me. A part of us.” The candy store had been his first job and his first love. For years after Amelia had passed away, Richard would visit that flagship store, convinced he could still smell her lavender perfume in the bustling kitchen.

Morgan Confectioners was a national brand, its products carried in mass retailers now, and the little Philly candy shop was long gone. Where his father saw dollars and nonexistent profit margins, Richard saw the company born from his mother’s vision and hard work. Afternoons spent helping at the shop with his brother, and the time spent working as a family they’d never have again. Memories were all he had left, and he couldn’t let it go without a fight. Replacing the Morgan label with Saffron’s was unthinkable.

His father shook his head. “We’ve been over this a hundred times. Industry is about more than sentiment, son, and after I’m gone … well, you’re the last Morgan in the business. I want to know that every aspect of the company is as strong as it can be. That could mean letting this one piece go for the good of the whole. I’m not sure we’ll get a better offer than Saffron’s, and I’d hate to see you forced into a less beneficial deal one or two years down the line.”

“Dad, I’m never going to sell. I’ll run everything myself once you step down in a few years. But you’re still going strong, and I’m hardly the last Morgan. I’m sure Robert would come through in a crisis.” He resisted the childish urge to cross his fingers on that last part. Richard’s younger brother headed up his own incredibly successful record label and had no intention of ever joining the family business.

“I’m not talking about retirement; I’m talking long term here, son—our legacy,” he said. “And you’re the only Morgan I consider when making decisions about the company. Robert has made it very clear that he’s not interested in being involved.”

Richard tapped his fingers on the table and furrowed his brow. Single with no children, he could only promise to keep the company in the family as long as he lived—that much was true. They would eventually have to face the fact that Morgan could only be a family-run company as long as there were family members alive who were willing to run it.

“Richard, I know you don’t want to hear this, but if you’re determined to keep the business in the family, there is one other chance. It’s no guarantee but it’s still the best bet we’ve got, and I need you to consider it.”

At a loss, Richard stared at his father expectantly. He’d try anything.

Michael paused for a beat and smiled, clearly amused with Richard’s confusion. “You could get married.”

Oh. Richard rolled his eyes and sighed. “Why does everything always come down to marriage with you?” His father loved the idea of marriage so much that he had taken the plunge two more times since the death of his beloved wife. Richard wasn’t sure if the man was afraid of dying alone, trying to recreate the magic of his first fairy-tale relationship, or just in love with the idea of being in love. But it seemed that there was no limit to the chances Michael Morgan would take in his pursuit of wedded bliss.

“Don’t laugh. I’m serious. A marriage means stability, children, more family. You might even like it.” His father smiled kindly, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

“Because it worked out so well for me the first time?” Richard asked, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

His smile faded. “Just because it didn’t work out once doesn’t mean you should never try it again. I know that it’s hard to believe now but not every woman is like Chelsea.”

“Yes, well, thank God for that,” Richard mumbled. He’d been divorced almost five years, but the lessons he’d learned still stung.

“I know. Don’t you think it’s been long enough, though? Do you really mean to tell me that you never want to get out there and try again? You can’t let one bad experience ruin the rest of your life.” His father would never truly accept that Richard was happy remaining unmarried—probably couldn’t wrap his mind around it.

Richard blew out a sharp breath. “Believe it or not, I don’t consider my life ruined just because I’m divorced. I’m perfectly happy concentrating on work right now, and that’s all that really matters to me.” Eager to move the focus away from marriage, he guided the conversation back to the acquisition. “And right now, I’m concerned. Saffron must be really serious about winning you over if Yvette’s in the picture. I’ve heard they don’t send her in unless it’s critical.”

Yvette Cruz was Saffron’s nearly foolproof secret weapon when it came to acquiring divisions like his, and her involvement meant that things were spiraling out of his control. Rumor had it that she was beautiful, seductive, and incredibly persuasive, and knowing his father’s penchant for gorgeous, younger women had Richard on high alert.

“Yvette has been in for a few meetings, yes, but you know, I’m very happy with the woman I’m seeing. She’s a sharp businesswoman. She loves the new hard candies—especially the champagne lollipops—and it wouldn’t hurt to strike a deal with them before they figure out that we’ve got nothing new coming down the pipe. They think we’re a good fit for their brand, and we could push into the organic pet food market with the money we save cutting the dead weight of confections.” He took a sip of water from the crystal tumbler sitting in front of him, ice tinkling against the sides.

“Dad, I don’t think the confections division is dead weight. It’s going through a slump, sure, but the champagne lollipops have increased interest in the brand. Once we develop something with similar impact, we’ll be back in the black before we know it. I just need time. Selling to Saffron feels like giving up.”

Morgan Confectioners had introduced their all-time bestselling product earlier in the year and posted their biggest sales in a decade, though it wasn’t quite enough to justify the money they poured into the division. They were funneling money into research and development at unprecedented rates, trying to build on the momentum the champagne lollipops had started. Why his father couldn’t see the unlimited potential ahead of them, refused to see how much a few more successful products could change things, boggled his mind.

“Well, if you’re that opposed to Saffron, then you know what you have to do,” his father said, a sly grin replacing the kindly smile. “If you’re interested in my proposal—so to speak—then as soon as you’re engaged, I will formally suspend talks of a merger with Saffron. Once you’re legally married, I will turn over Morgan Confectioners to you.”

Richard regarded his father and weighed the offer, considering his options. Excitement welled up at the thought of gaining outright control of Morgan Confectioners. The company was his passion, his one true love, and to have it so close, within his grasp, was a thrilling prospect.

Finding a woman who would agree to the marriage would be easy. Chelsea had proven that well enough. He’d married her for love, but it wasn’t a full year before her true colors shone through. She’d been far more interested in the Morgan name and the money that went with it than with a loving marriage.

Richard had always depended on his ability to read people, to navigate situations by relying on his intuition. To have his marriage be little more than a deception rattled him terribly, landing a complete blow to his confidence. When it came to work, he always knew where he stood, what he wanted, but he doubted he’d ever be able to trust his judgment again when it came to romance.

Most of the events he attended for his charitable involvements or for business required dates, but that was as far as things went. Mentally flipping through the current selection of women he was seeing, Richard wondered if he’d actually be able go through with marrying any of them. He wouldn’t do to someone else what Chelsea had done to him. No, he’d have to find a woman who stood to benefit as much as he would from the arrangement.

Or he could actually choose someone and attempt a real relationship. Right now, that was the last thing he was interested in. He’d finally reached the point after his divorce where the thought of spending time with a woman didn’t turn his stomach, but there was no way in hell he was going to marry one. His marriage to Chelsea taught him one thing: he couldn’t recreate the idyllic nuclear family of his childhood just because he wanted to. He’d have to figure something else out.

Richard pushed his chair back and stood as his father did the same. “Obviously I’ll have to think about it, but I’ll let you know what I decide. If you could hold off on making any moves with Saffron until after we return from Vegas, I would appreciate it. I’m sure Ms. Cruz will be at the conference, trying to sink her claws into you, but it will be near impossible for me to concentrate with this is on my mind.”

His father straightened his jacket. “You should take a meeting with her. You might surprise yourself and actually like her. She’s much less bloodthirsty than you seem to think. But of course I’ll hold off on giving her an answer.” He stood up. “I plan on enjoying the conference this year and hope you’ll do the same. I haven’t even looked at the events schedule since the packet landed on my desk, but we’ll have to at least grab a drink together. See you in Las Vegas.”

His father left, and Richard was alone in the opulent conference room. He slipped his hands in his pockets and looked out the window over the city skyline, the possibilities spreading out before him. Michael’s somewhat indecent proposal would have to wait. The National Confectioners Association Conference was being held in Las Vegas this weekend, and it was the biggest, most important industry event of the year. Vegas was one of Richard’s favorite cities in the world and he was looking forward to the conference even more than usual this year. With any luck, he’d make the necessary appearances and still have plenty of time to hit the casino. A little harmless gambling was just what he needed. It was good to be on top, and Richard intended to enjoy every moment of the conference.

• • •

Yvette brought the crystal flute of champagne to her lips as she shifted from one foot to the other. Her stilettos were gorgeous, absolute works of art, but they were little more than exquisite torture devices for her feet. After rushing between meetings and workshops all day, the pain was almost unbearable. Still, it would be a cold day in hell when she showed up at a conference in sensible shoes.

The elegant guests in the crowded hospitality suite laughed and chattered, as uniformed waiters served trays of elaborate appetizers and flutes of sparkling champagne. Industry events were absolutely necessary, but always such a bore. So little actually got accomplished until the conference was over and everyone was back at work, but the networking opportunities and connections one made were priceless. Yvette struggled to focus on the balding, paunchy man at her side droning on and on about how his company could help Saffron expand beyond chocolates, and why they were the perfect corporate match. She would give anything to meet someone interesting at one of these events for once, regardless of how they could help her career. Discreetly scanning the room, Yvette occasionally inserted what she hoped were appropriate sounds into the conversation and wished for a reprieve.

Her eyes settled on a vaguely familiar figure across the room. Richard Morgan swirled amber liquid in a cut crystal tumbler, looking as bored as she felt. The pictures she’d seen didn’t do him justice. Images in print and online couldn’t capture the sense of magnetism that surrounded him. That chiseled jawline, those striking green eyes, the way he seemed to command respect while completely at ease. She laid a gentle hand on her companion’s forearm and flashed him a bright smile.

“Will you excuse me? I have somewhere I need to be.” Without waiting for a reply, Yvette locked eyes with Richard and sashayed across the room as quickly as her delicate four-inch stiletto heels would allow. Now this could be interesting.

“Richard Morgan? Hi, I’m Yvette Cruz.” She extended her hand to him and gave him her most professional smile. Good lord, he was handsome. She leaned in, close enough to smell his sophisticated fragrance, something lush and velvet, indefinable.

“I know who you are.” His green eyes met hers in a steady gaze, and his expression gave nothing away. He didn’t take her hand, and she let it drop to her side.

Yvette rearranged her features to hide her disappointment and paused for a beat, letting his icy reaction settle between them. She couldn’t let him see that he had ruffled her. Shifting her weight to one leg, she pushed her shoulders back a bit, and dropped her chin so that she looked up at him through lowered lashes. “I’m so glad to finally meet you, though after spending so much time with your father, I feel like I know you already.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Ms. Cruz.” His voice was low and deep, carefully controlled.

“Please, call me Yvette. No need for such formality.” She laughed to break the tension and touched his arm. He flinched, almost imperceptibly, and kept his expression neutral. He was going to make her work for every word he uttered, but Yvette was never one to shy away from a challenge. Especially one this sexy.

He remained silent, so she continued. “I was hoping that we’d bump into one another here. I’ve been to the Morgan offices to meet with your father, but I could never quite catch up with you.” His father never said yes to her proposals, but he was always glad to see her, was always welcoming and charming. Her encounters with Michael had been so pleasant that Richard’s stonewall treatment blindsided her.

He took a sip of his drink and let out a short, humorless laugh. “Yes, I’ve seen you slinking around my father’s office. You could have easily contacted my office to schedule a meeting with me, but I have a feeling that’s not your style.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I just get the impression that you’d rather flirt with my father to get what you want than to deal with me directly. He’s a sucker for a beautiful woman, but I am a bit more difficult to manipulate.” He leveled her with a steely gaze. His eyes were intense, gorgeous, but filled with contempt.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve never flirted with your father, and that’s not how I operate. Michael has always been charming and polite, but that’s as far as it’s ever gone. Our meetings have been strictly professional, unlike this conversation, and I resent the implication. It’s not like I’m angling to become the fourth Mrs. Michael Morgan.” She scoffed, a very unladylike sound, but his insinuation was unbelievable. Her instinct was to lash out, to defend her hard-won reputation and her professionalism, but Yvette took care to rein in her rising irritation, to keep her exterior controlled and cool. She wouldn’t let him goad her into losing her temper. “I don’t know why you’d expect me to schedule a meeting with you anyway. You’ve made it perfectly clear that you’re not interested in the proposal. If my understanding is correct, your father is still the head of Morgan Confectioners.” He took a small step back, apparently not prepared for her to call him out.

He paused for a beat before shaking his head, as though shaking off the remark. “He won’t be in charge forever, Ms. Cruz, and unfortunately for you, he’s taking my opinion on this matter under consideration. You’re right, though. Meeting with me would be unnecessary as I have no interest in allowing Morgan Confectioners to be swallowed up by Saffron, and my answer will always be ‘no’ regardless of the offer. We’re doing just fine on our own.”

Yvette’s lips formed a conciliatory smile. Morgan Confectioners was a sinking ship, and Saffron was itching to throw it a life vest. Richard was determined to deny that the other divisions were keeping it on life support, for whatever reason. She had to maintain control, show him that he couldn’t rattle her with hostility. Time to kill him with kindness and professionalism, as she had a deal to broker. “Everyone would agree that Morgan Enterprises is doing fine, but your confections division is another story. You’ve got something we want, and I think we’d make a good team. What we’re proposing would be good for everyone.”

“You could dip that offer in your company’s finest chocolate, and I still wouldn’t bite.”

He practically snarled, but she laughed. She had to admire his determination, as foolish as it seemed. “I assure you this is a sweet deal, even unembellished. We do pride ourselves on having the country’s finest chocolate, though, and I’d be happy to send you some.”

“Ms. Cruz,” he said, adding emphasis on each syllable “I will never, under any circumstances, surrender on this issue.”

“I can’t decide if you sound more like a soap opera villain or a petulant child. Why can’t we discuss this like adults, like professionals?”

“Because there’s nothing to discuss.”

“Have you even read our proposal? I’d be interested in hearing your thoughts, and I’d be happy to address any concerns you might have. At this stage, nothing is set in stone, and if there’s something specific that you take issue with, I’d love to discuss it.”

“No, I haven’t read your proposal, and I’m not going to. I don’t need to read it to know that I don’t want Saffron’s slick, generic mark on the products I love.”

Now he went too far. Brand popularity didn’t equal inferior product, and she wouldn’t let Richard Morgan throw her off her game. “Saffron is known all over the country for our chocolate, and unlike Morgan, we’re flourishing in a down economy.” She flashed him a cool smile. “People love what we offer, and there’s no reason to think we can’t expect the same success with rebranded Morgan products.”

“I’d rather be smaller but offer superior quality, rather than carelessly mass-producing and underpricing my competitors.”

“And that’s why your other divisions are outperforming confections by millions of dollars each year.” She asserted sharply.

His eyebrow raised, and he sized her up with a narrowed gaze. Yvette shifted her weight, staring back and refusing to stand down as the tension strummed between them. “Touché, Ms. Cruz,” he finally replied. Did the corner of his lips actually rise in a semblance of a smile or was that a trick of the low ballroom lighting?

“Listen, having wider distribution and a bigger marketing campaign doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice quality. People in this country are still interested in originality and innovation. They just like buying from a brand they know, and they want it at a good price.”

He frowned, considering. “You have a point, of course, but Morgan Confectioners is more to me than a revenue stream. It’s a family business, something I care for very deeply.”

She smiled. “I certainly understand the importance of family. I love mine, and owe everything I am to them. But didn’t your father ever teach you that business and emotions don’t mix?” Yvette took a chance and sidled closer, laying a hand on his arm and squeezing gently. “We love what you’ve developed so much that we want it for ourselves. You should be flattered,” she added, her voice light and teasing. Any other man would be flattered. Why Richard Morgan was immune to her attention was a mystery.

He closed the distance between them and leaned down so that his lips almost touched her ear. His breath was hot against her skin and sent goose bumps erupting down her arms. He was close enough to kiss, and her breath caught in her throat as she waited to see what he would do.

“No. Deal.” His firm words shouldn’t have been arousing, but it was all she could do to resist the urge to find out what his mouth would feel like crushed against hers.

“Richard, this is the best offer you’re likely to get. You should really give it some thought before you dismiss it.” The sad truth was that if Saffron didn’t buy them out, the confections division would continue to suck money from the rest of Morgan Enterprises until they found a way to turn it around.

“I’ve heard enough.”

Yvette felt oddly disappointed by the finality of his words. Her lips wanted to find their way to his, to change his mind about her, if not the deal itself, but he turned and walked away.

Watching his broad back as he disappeared into the crowd, Yvette enjoyed the view despite herself. He would come around; they always did. Yvette Cruz didn’t back down from a fight.

She’d come from nothing and had worked her whole life to get to where she was at Saffron Sweets. Everything she had, she had earned, and none of it had come easy what with her past. Nobody had given her a thing in life, ever, except for her parents, who had worked too hard for her to let a little setback like Richard Morgan stop her. Not after what she’d been through in her lifetime. Her hand fluttered subconsciously to her chest, her fingers tracing the ridged skin concealed by the high neckline of her dress.

To have her work belittled so casually, so flippantly, was infuriating. Almost as infuriating as her burning attraction to this man. She refused to accept that this would be their only encounter, and in truth, she couldn’t wait to see what the next meeting would hold. After all, she always enjoyed a challenge.

Across the room, Richard approached a pretty brunette and stopped to chat. The other woman looked up at him with wide, adoring eyes, and as he smiled, laughed, and touched her arm, Yvette finally turned away. She finished her champagne with three long sips, set the empty glass on the nearest table, and strode toward the exit with her shoulders back and her head held high. As she passed Richard, she threw him a mental salute: Till we meet again.

• • •

Richard took a slow swallow of his single malt scotch, winced as it burned a trail down his throat, and watched Yvette glide out of the hospitality suite. What an aggravating temptation she was. Her cool, unflappable calm in the face of his disdain had just inflamed his desire more. Nobody stood up to him like that, ever, and part of him was eager to see what giving in to her would feel like—much to his dismay. The young food sciences chemist at his side was chattering excitedly about those effervescent lollipops she had developed for the company, and he knew he should give her his full attention, but his mind was on Yvette. Her obvious agenda irritated him, but her lush curves and impressively quick wit lingered in his mind, making it hard for him to remember why he’d wanted her gone. Beautiful women were easy to come by, but one with brains to match was a rare find, and one of his few weaknesses.

Richard was glad she’d left when she did though, as he’d been dangerously close to finding out if her lips were as soft and lush as they looked. He imagined they would be warm, and sweet with the champagne she’d been drinking. The thought gave rise to an unwelcome stirring deep within his body. What was wrong with him? The woman was after his company, and he had to remember that if he had any hope of protecting it. Focusing on the young brunette standing before him, he forced his mind off Yvette and her delicious curves. Or tried to.

“ … I mean, I was nervous at first, but the session went really well. I think everyone enjoyed it. I mean, they paid attention and asked a lot of questions when I finished.” The young woman paused, apparently waiting for his response, and he snapped back to attention. She was filling him in on the discussion panel she had run that afternoon as a representative of their company, and she was obviously looking for praise.

He smiled down at her, turning on his signature charm. “I’m sure they did. Everybody wants something like your lollipops for their company. It’s nice that you could provide some insight and maybe inspiration, but I’m certainly glad that Morgan Confectioners is the one that has you.”

“You’re so sweet to say so, Mr. Morgan. I’m glad to be a part of the company, and I hope to stay on after the buyout. I know that a lot of things change in these situations, but we’re all praying that the department gets by relatively unscathed.” She took a sip of her drink and watched him expectantly.

“Buyout? Rebecca,” he watched her face to see if he got her name right, “there will be no buyout. Morgan has always been family owned, and we have no intention of changing that.”

Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes darted around the room. “Oh, Mr. Morgan, I apologize. I suppose we’ve all heard the Saffron rumors and have obviously made more of it than was necessary. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Richard relaxed his grip when he realized he was squeezing his glass almost hard enough to crack it. He hadn’t expected news of his father’s talks with Saffron to get out so quickly when so few people knew about them. Still, it was important for him to know what misinformation was circling, and he couldn’t let his irritation show. “Saffron is looking to expand their product line beyond chocolate, and they’ve expressed interest in buying our confections division. But I’ve let them know in no uncertain terms that we’re not interested. Anything you’ve heard is nothing more than conjecture. You’ve nothing to worry about.”

Rebecca looked like she wanted to say more, but she sipped her champagne and remained silent. She shifted from one foot to the other, looking increasingly agitated, and Richard excused himself. He had obviously made her uncomfortable, and he was too distracted to make polite conversation with an employee. The scientist’s relief was noticeable as he told her to enjoy the evening and wished her goodnight.

Richard finished his scotch in one burning swallow and set the empty tumbler on a table as he strode towards the door, anxious to get out of the room. He didn’t know where he was headed, but it would be easier to think if he escaped the claustrophobic atmosphere of the crowded party. Yvette had invaded his business life and now had somehow managed to wind her way into his personal life, driving him to maddening distraction. She was beautiful—exquisite even—but he wasn’t exactly inexperienced when it came to exceptional women. He never let personal matters interfere with his professional obligations. What was so different about her and how could he get her out of his system?

When she was just a name and face he’d glimpsed only briefly, he’d had a semblance of control. Now she was a three-dimensional threat to his sanity, and Richard needed to do something—anything—to push her off his radar. That would be nearly impossible when all he could think about was how soft her skin must be, how sweet her lips would taste beneath his.

He stormed out of the hospitality suite and punched the elevator button with much more force than necessary. Cursing both the wait and his uncharacteristic impatience, he pressed the button again.

“Will that make the elevator arrive faster?” The sultry voice matched the intoxicating fragrance invading his space and wound its way through his body.

So much for control.


Chapter Two

“Ms. Cruz. What a surprise.” He tried to sound casual, unaffected, but her voice alone made his body respond, harden. Richard’s unwelcome physical reaction to the sight of her, to her sweet but sensual fragrance, to the silky sound of her voice, frustrated him to no end. She was the enemy, but all he could think about was what the skin where her neck met her delicate ivory shoulders would taste like. Her brown eyes sparkled with amusement, and he hated that looking into them reminded him of melted pools of sweet, dark chocolate.

“It’s nice to see you too. Going down?” She was bold, unruffled, even after he had stonewalled her.

The elevator doors opened, and they stepped in. The throaty laugh that escaped her glossy ruby lips pushed him over the edge.

“What’s so funny, Ms. Cruz?”

“If you’re so determined to shut me down, if you want so badly to be rid of me, then why not wait for the next elevator?”

“I’m not one to run from difficult situations. Or people.” The fact that he wanted to kiss her as much as he wanted to tell her where she could shove her buyout offer was infuriating.

Her lips curled into a slow smile. “Now come on, I’m not that bad, am I?”

He jabbed at the floor button, ready to reach the lobby and escape. “No, but your company is certainly making my life miserable lately.”

“That’s the opposite of what—” The elevator stopped with a thud, hard enough to jostle them and throw Richard against Yvette.

Pinned against her, his body covering the yielding softness of hers, he couldn’t think straight. His body responded instantly, broadcasting the thoughts he’d been trying too hard to suppress, and he found himself unable to look away when she gasped and met his gaze. He expected her to wriggle out of his arms, to clear her throat, anything to break the tension of the moment. Instead, she met his gaze, boldly, reflecting his own desire. Would she recoil or respond if he kissed her? With their faces inches apart, he could close the distance between them and satisfy his curiosity.

Her eyelids fluttered, and he inched closer until the elevator binged suddenly. Reluctantly he disengaged, moving back and putting space between them as the doors opened.

Richard took a cleansing breath, scraped a hand across his own jaw, and straightened his clothes. He stepped out of the elevator into the bustling lobby and without looking back, took Yvette by the arm and pulled her along beside him. They navigated their way through the crowd of tourists and employees, the bright lights and noise a jarring change from the hushed tension of the elevator. He could hear the clicking of her stiletto heels on the marble floor as she tried to keep up with him, but he steadfastly refused to meet her eye.

If he wanted the company of a beautiful woman, he should choose one of the many uncomplicated candidates he already knew. What was he doing dragging Yvette Cruz along when he should have left her in the elevator? He should turn his interest to someone more appropriate—someone who wasn’t interested in taking the only thing he truly loved out of his control.

He took her hand, briefly noticed the buttery smoothness of her skin against his, and pulled her close. Tension strummed between them once more, and a hint of her spicy vanilla fragrance drifted towards him as he fought the urge to bury his face in her silky raven hair. “I don’t know what happened in that elevator, but here’s what’s happening next. I’m going to buy you a drink, and then we’re going to figure this out.” He was back in control, dignified and assertive. Good. This was good.

“Nothing happened in there.” She murmured, her voice like honey, though her expression said she was as rattled as he was.

He led Yvette to a busy casino bar and sucked in a breath as she perched on a brass barstool, crossing her legs and giving him an eyeful of creamy skin. She was like an exotic bird, each detail more exquisite than the last. Her dress clung to her curves, the slightly iridescent turquoise fabric standing out exotically in the sea of plain black clothes and frumpy tourists shuffling around them. Even her shoes were unique and beautiful, shaped to look like flowers. He imagined tossing those shoes on the floor and kissing his way from her toes up her legs, losing himself in the soft curves of her body. He shook his head slightly and cleared his throat.

“Mm. There’s something so decadent about a beautiful flute of champagne. Don’t you think?”

She appeared completely at ease, and he wondered if he was the only one who could feel the tension. If he didn’t watch himself, he was liable to just give her the company. Richard had always been able to hold his liquor, but combined with her intoxicating effect, he was starting to worry about his judgment. Prying his eyes from Yvette, he ordered a club soda with lime and the cool bubbles helped clear his head and tame his libido. He had to focus on what was important here.

“So, tell me why my employees think that a deal with Saffron is all but inevitable.”

She feigned innocence, her brows knitted together to form the tiniest crease in her forehead. “Pardon me?”

“Please don’t insult me by pretending that you don’t know what I’m talking about.” He waved a hand up and down the length of her body. “I may have been momentarily distracted by the beautiful package, but now I want answers.” He chewed on an ice cube, not sure if he’d gone too far.

She flinched, and anger flashed across her face, sharpening her features. “Beautiful package? What are you talking about?”

A short, rough laugh escaped him. “Seriously?” He paused and sighed. “Okay, we’ll play it your way. I want to know how, when nothing more than a few private meetings have occurred, some of our employees know enough about your attempt to swipe Morgan Confectioners out from under me to be worried. Employees at the lab, at that, not even from the executive offices.”

“I really have no idea what you’re talking about, and I resent the implication that I’m somehow involved in subterfuge.” She bit out the words, indignation flashing in her eyes.

“So you can look me in the eye and tell me that you have no hand in spreading this information?” His certainty faded as she sat beside him, her eyes sharp and devoid of deception.

She fixed him with a steady gaze, her almond-shaped deep brown eyes clear and unwavering. “Thank you for the drink, Mr. Morgan,” She added sarcastic emphasis on his name. “I think it’s time for me to say good night.” Yvette slid off the barstool and took a moment to steady herself on her stilettos.

Whether she was an expert actress or really hadn’t been spreading information about the buyout, he couldn’t afford to let her leave just yet. His father consulted him as a courtesy, one that could be revoked as easily as it had been extended. Sending Yvette away in anger could provoke her to push even harder for the deal, and he needed all the time he could buy.

He put a hand on her arm. “Wait. Please.”

She turned to face him, her expression challenging and exciting him despite himself. “Yes?”

He attempted a charming smile as he scrambled to find the right words. Knowing how it felt to have her slip from his grasp, he was determined to make amends. From what he could tell, she was far too savvy to be manipulated into setting aside her professional pursuits, but his mother had often said you’d catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. “I’ve offended you, and I’m very sorry, Yvette.” Was it his imagination, or did her lips twitch into a smile at the sound of her name? “I was clearly wrong about you, and I want to apologize. I’m so passionate about the business that obviously my emotions can get heated, and I’m sorry you were caught up in that. Allow me to redeem myself and show you that I’m much more enjoyable to be around than I’ve led you to believe. Would you join me at the tables? Please?” He tilted his head towards the craps tables and kept his eyes locked on hers.

Her shoulders dropped and her expression softened a bit. “I suppose a couple of games won’t hurt anything. You do owe me a pleasant evening, at least.” She took the arm he offered, and he led her through the crowd towards the craps table.

Conversations swirled around them, and the barrage of sights and sounds assaulted them. The simulated daylight inside the hotel made the charged energy between them seem surreal, almost like a dream. The thoughts going through his mind were definitely of the midnight variety. They found a table with room for them to join the game, and he guided Yvette to his side. It was time to regain control of himself and the situation.

• • •

The craps table was crowded with jubilant gamblers cheering and watching the dice bounce across the table. Yvette felt the charged energy of the crowd but was too rattled to pay much attention to the games.

He appeared willing enough to make amends, seemed to feel the same magnetic pull towards her that she felt for him, in fact. Against her better judgment, she wanted to let him win her over, to make up for what he’d said, to change her mind about him. She decided that she’d allow herself to relax as long as he continued to behave himself.

He raised an eyebrow, a roguish, tempting expression on his face. “What do you say? Want to play?” Why did she get the impression that he wasn’t only referring to the craps game?

“Sure, though I should warn you that I’ve never played before. Craps looks like so much fun, but it’s intimidating when you have no idea what’s going on.”

He snaked his hand around her waist and squeezed. “I’ll be gentle.” His arm around her was warm and inviting, and her misgivings faded a bit. They took their places at the table and he exchanged cash for a stack of casino chips. He gave her a handful and said, “Okay, just put the green chip over there on the pass line and we’ll be in the game.” He indicated a place on the table and she placed their bet. “The shooter is in the middle of a roll. He’s going to roll the dice and try to get the point number, which is nine. Don’t worry about trying to figure it out. You’ll pick it up as we go along.”

Despite herself, Yvette found that she enjoyed his gentle direction and friendly charm. There was no hint of the hostility that laced their earlier conversations. She wanted to hold back, to exercise a little caution before giving in to his advances, but it was hard. With considerable effort, she forced herself to focus on his words and not the sensual shape of his lips. The lips she would’ve tasted had the elevator not stopped.

The shooter rolled the dice and the crowd around the table watched them fly from one end of the table to the other before emitting a collective groan as the dice showed seven. She looked up at Richard. “Why is everybody disappointed?”

“He crapped out. He rolled a seven before rolling a nine, so basically, his turn is over and we’re up. Do you want to play?”

She shook her head. “Why don’t you play for both of us? I’ll just watch for now. If it’s possible, I’m even more confused than before.”

He took two dice from the handful offered by the stickman and held them to her lips. “Kiss them for luck.” She touched her lips to the dice in his hand and watched as he tossed them across the table. She didn’t know what numbers she was hoping for, but she held her breath as she waited to see what would come up. They bounced to a stop at the far end of the table and she saw a five and a six. The crowd went wild, jumping and cheering.

“Eleven. Everyone’s excited because it’s an automatic payout for them. They all make money when I roll a seven or eleven. Another kiss?” What she wanted was kiss from him, but she touched her lips to the dice and watched him fling them across the felt again. His throw yielded another eleven, and the crowd went wild cheering as they threw down more bets. She still didn’t completely understand it, but the enthusiasm was infectious. “That’s another payout for the crowd. I’m on a roll—you must be my lucky charm, Yvette.” He favored her with a sexy smile and a smoldering look.

Richard held the dice to her lips again and she gave them another kiss. He threw the dice across the table and the crowd watched until eight was revealed, a four and a four. Looking down at her, he slid an arm around her waist. “So eight is my point number. Now everyone will back up their bets and place extra bets in hopes of me hitting my point or any other number before rolling a seven.”

He held the dice out expectantly and she kissed them again, shaking her head at how such a successful and competent businessman could be superstitious. The dice bounced against the far edge with his toss and settled on a four and a six.

Richard flipped a black $100 chip onto the table and addressed the dealers. “The hard way. This one’s for the boys.” She gave him a curious look, and he explained. “It’s a tip for the dealers. They’ll know what to do with it. You really are bringing me luck tonight. What do you say we raise the stakes?” His breath was warm on her neck, his voice low and enticing. A delicious shiver skipped down her spine at his words.

“What do you have in mind?” She realized that her voice was breathy and ridiculous, but Richard had a potent effect on her. One so powerful she grew tired of resisting and wondered what would happen if she simply gave in to her attraction. What would it hurt, really?

He shot her a rakish grin and a thrill trembled through her, shooting straight through to her core. “If I roll an eight on my next turn, you spend the night with me.”

• • •

“Spend the night together? Wow, you don’t waste any time.”

She arched an eyebrow, but her cool reply was undermined by the sparkling amusement in her eyes. It’d been a gamble, but he never got anything he wanted in life by holding back. Removed from the buyout discussion, Yvette was exactly the kind of woman he wanted, beautiful and smart, savvy and ambitious. He’d never be able to stop thinking about their near kiss in the elevator, and unless he was wrong, she hadn’t stopped either.

“And if you don’t roll an eight?”

“That’s your choice.” He waited for her response, his eyes focused and intense. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll be on a plane heading back home. I don’t waste time, because I don’t have any to spare. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, of course.”

Richard held his breath as she tilted her head, considering. “All right.” It took all his willpower to let her finish her sentence instead of scooping her up and carrying her back to the suite. “If you don’t roll an eight, you’ll buy me dinner.”

He gave her an incredulous look. “That’s it? I throw out spending the night together, and all you ask for is a dinner? Seems like I may have overshot.”

“Yes, that’s it. After dinner, who knows where the night will lead?” He swallowed hard at the sultry tone of her voice. “First, though, I want you to agree to sit down to a meal with me, during which you will listen to me and carefully consider my proposition.”

“I almost expected you to ask me to consent to the acquisition outright. I’m surprised you didn’t throw the buyout in for the bet.”

She frowned. “Despite what you think of me, I don’t want you to hand me your company. Like I told you, I don’t enjoy taking what I didn’t earn.

“Fair enough. It appears that I may have underestimated you. So do we have a deal?”

Even considering taking Yvette to bed was reckless. He knew it, and yet had no desire to pull back on the agreement. He wanted her, whether it was a good idea or not. She’d managed to blur the lines between business and pleasure, and his determination to keep his distance from her felt very far away. If the dice fell in his favor, he’d worry about redefining their boundaries later.

“It’s a deal.”

He pulled her close, tucking an errant strand of hair behind her ear, and let his hand linger at her jaw, before turning his attention back to the game. Yvette kissed the dice that he proffered, and he tossed them across the table. This was it. Richard held his breath as he watched the dice bounce, head buzzing as the noisy crowd faded into the background. His stomach flipped when one four and then another came up. Another eight.

The hard way.


Chapter Three

Yvette let him take her hand as they wound through the crowded casino towards the elevator, concentrating all her energy on not shaking in her stilettos. This was crazy, wasn’t it? She didn’t just glide up to a suite with a man she barely knew because he rolled some dice. It was crazy, but damned if she wasn’t going to do it.

The moment the elevator doors closed, Richard pulled her closer and pressed a kiss to her lips. She opened her mouth to his, and their tongues tangled together as they explored and tasted each other. His mouth was cool, with only the faintest hint of the lime from his club soda, but warmed as their kiss deepened. Desire swirled within her, clouding her with an intoxicating sweetness that made her misgivings seem far away.

Spending a passionate night in bed with her corporate target might not be the savviest business move, but she would never overcome this insane attraction to him if she walked away. She’d obsess about him, wondering what might have been, imagining what she had missed. Perhaps giving in just this once would sate her desire and she’d be able to think clearly again. Then she could walk away without regret, couldn’t she? It didn’t have to affect the acquisition. Nothing had to change between them. She’d do her job, and he’d do his. Their night together would be little more than a memory once they returned to Philly.

Of course, they would have the memories, and she’d have to work even harder on the Morgan buyout to convince him that she hadn’t used sex to get what she wanted.

“What is it?” Richard must have seen the indecision on her face as she pulled away.

She took a deep breath and exhaled, considering how much to reveal. “This is moving really quickly, especially since just hours ago you actively disliked me. I have to ask myself if this is a good idea.” She chewed on her bottom lip, feeling exposed after her admission. It felt strange to admit misgivings after the passionate kiss they’d shared, but she had never been able to completely separate sex from emotion. She didn’t need him to be in love with her, but she wouldn’t be able to respect herself if she slept with someone who didn’t even like her.

He ran his fingers over her cheek, gazing down into her eyes. “When we met, I didn’t dislike you, I was only trying to distance myself to protect my company. I had no way of knowing that I’d be unable to keep my hands off of you. As it turns out, I actually like you very much.” He grinned. “You’re the first woman I’ve met in a long time who isn’t afraid to call me out when I sound like a soap opera villain. How could I resist?”

God, but he was sexy. A flush of attraction warmed her body, straight to her toes, and she took his hand, rubbing her thumb across his knuckles. “Well, when you put it that way … ” The elevator slowed to a stop on the floor for conference attendees. “I’ll get my things and meet you in your room.”

“The Charlemagne Suite.” His gaze was hungry and intense. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

The doors opened, and she stepped into the hallway on unsteady legs. His eyes never left hers as the doors closed behind her, promising a night she wouldn’t soon forget. She fumbled in her tiny beaded clutch for her key as she walked down the hallway. Stepping into the cool silence of her hotel room, Yvette closed the door behind her. If she was going to clear her head and make a rational decision, now would be the time. She flipped on the light, waiting for the realization that she was about to make a big mistake to hit her. Nothing.

She gathered her clothes and the personal items she would need and considered whether or not it would be smarter to stay put. Of course it would be smarter, who was she kidding? She could call the whole thing off right now, and probably should. As dangerous as spending a night in the arms of Richard Morgan would be, the thought of not going through with it was almost painful. Surely they could forget about business for one night, and simply be a man and a woman. Nothing more.

She rarely went to bed with a man she wasn’t in love with, much less one she wasn’t sure she even liked. The candy industry was a small one and Richard one of the larger players in it. He was a very public figure, and Yvette had read countless articles about him. She knew that he was thirty-two, that he had an Ivy League education, and that his mother had been in a fatal automobile accident around twenty years ago. His younger brother had been in the accident too, but had survived and now ran a successful record label in New York.

His former wife, on the other hand, had been photographed so often that though the couple had been divorced for years, Yvette could still picture Chelsea Morgan clearly. Their divorce had been acrimonious and very public, their disdain for each other ongoing, recorded in detail in the local media’s gossip reports. Was that why Richard had been so quick to assume Yvette was some sort of gold digging sexpot?

The company’s profits were legendary, but Michael Morgan’s inheritance insured that the family fortune would be virtually limitless regardless of which direction the business took. Richard was a brilliant businessman, and he was heavily involved with philanthropy as well, whether out of genuine charity or to improve his public image, she didn’t know. He personally donated a sizable percentage of his income and personal time every year to a pediatric cancer charity. Thoughtful, she lifted her hand to her chest and absently ran her fingertips across the scar there again.

Having now met the man, she could see that while Richard Morgan was practically perfect on paper, there was a wall around him. A cynicism that would usually keep her from trying to get close, but there was something interesting, fascinating even, about him. Yvette had a feeling that spending a night with him would be an adventure she wouldn’t regret.

With a final check in the mirror, she zipped her overnight bag closed and pulled the strap over her shoulder. As her hotel room door closed quietly behind her, her hesitation fell away and she strode towards the elevator, looking forward to the night ahead.

• • •

Her position at Saffron had her spending nearly as much time in hotels as she did at home, but she’d never stayed in a suite so opulent and luxurious. The house she grew up in, mere blocks from one of the busiest drug and prostitution corners in the state, made this place look like a palace. She looked up to Richard with wide eyes, and he laughed indulgently. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it? Dad and I hosted a cocktail reception here for the reps from a beverage company we’re working with, so I could justify the expense.”

Yvette feared her sophisticated veneer was slipping. “It’s certainly a bit grander than Saffron’s corporate budget allows.” Hell, it was the fanciest digs she’d ever seen in her lifetime.

Normally, she didn’t like to reveal any weaknesses to her business rivals, but what the heck. They were about to get much more intimate than two competitors had any business being. Why not drop the façade for a night?

“Come on in. Make yourself at home.” He led her through the sitting room, past a well-stocked bar, an actual full-sized dining room, and into the bedroom. The sumptuous royal blue linens on the king-sized bed seemed to both beckon and mock her with their inviting textures and softness.

An ornate golden stand held an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne, two delicate cut crystal champagne flutes, and a bowl of beautiful ripe strawberries. She thought it was a bit cliché, but had to admit that the effect was decadent and romantic. A bittersweet longing tugged her heart, and she sank down into the plush, velvety loveseat situated in the bedroom.

“This suite is simply unbelievable, Richard. Everything is so exquisite.” She waved her hand around the room, finding no words adequate enough to describe their opulent surroundings.

“You are exquisite, Yvette.” Would he think so when he saw her jagged scar and chemical burns? He plucked a champagne flute off the table and handed it to her before expertly popping the cork of the chilled bottle of Taittinger. He filled her glass and handed it to her before filling his own, his fingertips lightly brushing hers. The brief contact set her heart racing, pounding hard. “To a beautiful woman, and a beautiful night together,” he said as he raised his glass in toast. He took a sip of his champagne as she did the same, and he stepped closer to join her on the loveseat but stopped short. Her posture was ramrod straight, but a bouncing knee betrayed her nerves. “You seem nervous. Is everything okay?” He took another sip from his glass and watched her with concern in his eyes. Candlelight danced in the shadows of the room, making Richard even more irresistibly sexy than before.

She squirmed and took a sip of champagne, watching the bubbles race to the top as she considered how to best answer the question. Should she pretend that she was the kind of woman for whom one night of no-strings-attached sex was commonplace? Telling him that she wasn’t the kind of woman who usually did what she was about to do would just sound silly. This wasn’t the time to look for validation or try to extract meaning from the situation. This was the time to release her inhibitions and give in to the desire brewing between the two of them. Only then would it be out of her system so she could move on. She gave Richard her best smile. “Everything’s fine.”

Yvette was rewarded with a wolfish grin and a rakish look in his eyes. “Come here.” His deep baritone sent a shiver through her and she met his gaze with her own. Rising and walking to where he stood, she fleetingly wished that the room was dimmer, but was too excited about the prospect of seeing and tasting more of him to give it much more thought. She didn’t relish the idea of him seeing her less than perfect body, her scar, or the light chemical burns that dusted her fair skin, but with any luck he would be enough of a gentleman to overlook her flaws. She was practiced at presenting a certain image, highlighting her best features and hiding the rest. But Richard Morgan didn’t seem to be the kind of man who did things halfway, least of all in the bedroom.

He didn’t notice her hesitation. “I want you now, all of you, and waiting is taking all of my willpower.” He took her champagne flute and placed it by his on the table. “Now turn around.” She turned her back to him and he unzipped her dress, letting it fall to the floor. He turned her around to face him and held her hands as she stepped out of the dress, leaving it behind in a heap. His masterful control of the situation gave her no choice but to comply.

She kept her gaze cast down, unable to look him in the eye. He broke the silence, his voice raspy, thick with desire. “Gorgeous. Absolute perfection. Look at me, Yvette.” His fingertips traced the scar on her collarbone, and his eyes widened in surprise. He tipped her chin up with a fingertip until she raised her face and met his gaze. When she looked in his eyes, he held her gaze, didn’t scan her body, didn’t recoil when he noticed the chemical burns she’d been so worried would disgust him. In his eyes she saw sincerity … and lust. He wasn’t lying; she really was beautiful in his eyes. He reached up and plucked pins from her hair, tossing them carelessly to the floor until raven waves fell freely around her shoulders. Weaving his fingers into her hair, he gripped gently, pulling her closer until their lips met, close enough for a kiss. His breath danced across her lips as he whispered, “I’ve wanted to run my fingers through your hair since the first moment I saw you. It was definitely worth the wait.” He crushed his lips against hers and kissed her with surprising intensity until she felt her body respond to his.

Her body was thrumming with excitement, and her mind clouded with the intensity of the feelings that Richard had awakened within her. His hands explored her curves as though every inch of her body fascinated him, and she luxuriated in the contrast of his warm skin against her cool softness. She slid his jacket off his shoulders and tossed it aside, loosened his tie until she could pull it off, threw it behind him, and began unbuttoning his shirt as he trailed, hot, insistent kisses down her neck. Pushing his shirt over his shoulders, Yvette kicked it aside when it fell to the floor. As she stepped back, an appreciative noise escaped her lips.

She ran her hands over the hard planes of muscle covering his stomach, then around his waist to his back as he pulled her into his arms. Pressing herself against him to accept another deep kiss, she faintly registered a ping of surprise as he deftly unfastened the clasp of her bra. Once she moved again, once she was no longer pressed against him, it would fall to the ground and she would be on display to him, imperfections and all. She didn’t want to stand before him naked and exposed while he was still half-dressed. Her hands found his belt and worked quickly to unfasten the buckle, unbutton his pants and pull down the zipper. She pushed his pants down with enough force for them to reach the floor, and he stepped out of them, lifting her and wrapping her legs behind his back in one swift motion. In his arms, she felt light, feminine, and irresistible. Their lips never left one another’s as he carried her to the bed and laid her down beneath him.

Yvette lost herself in the magic of his kiss and released her inhibitions when he pulled her bra over her arms and tossed it onto the floor. He rocked back onto his knees and surveyed her bare torso with naked appreciation in his eyes. Candlelight flickered all around them, and his eyes were a pool of hazy lust as he gazed upon her body. Under his spell, she forgot to be self-conscious about her scar, her imperfections, the light marks that marred her skin. He ran a fingertip across her scar and leaned down to plant light, teasing kisses down her neck, over to her shoulder, and finally to the base of her neck. As her body responded to his, she was certain that she would explode with lust before he was even completely undressed.

He moved his mouth to her breast and licked long, languorous strokes from the bottom to the top, over and over until she could take no more. She took his head in her hands and planted him firmly in the center of her breast, where he obliged by pulling her into his mouth with gentle but insistent force. A soft moan escaped her lips, and he responded by moving to the other breast. His hands never stopped moving, their expert strokes driving her mad with passion. She ran her fingers through his hair, luxuriating in the soft feel of the dark locks in her hands. Richard turned his attention further down her body, running his tongue over the planes of her stomach, both thrilling her and unnerving her. There were few parts of her body that Richard hadn’t seen and showered with attention. The tiny turquoise lace panties she wore were all that separated her from him, and he was circling them with whispery, hot kisses, and her breath caught when he pulled them down over her legs. They fluttered to the floor after being carelessly tossed aside, and he gently pushed her thighs apart. He took a moment to indulge in a long, appreciative look and a sexy smile spread across his lips. She heard a low moan deep in his throat as he lowered his head and touched his lips to the apex of her thighs. He planted kisses all around her most sensitive area, his breath hot on her body. Just when she thought she would lose control, his tongue ran long, lazy strokes against her center before swirling circles around her most sensitive point. His fingers and mouth worked in tandem to drive her into a frenzy of pleasure. Mindlessly, she cried out Richard’s name as passion clouded her mind and she felt as though she had come undone beneath his mouth and hands. Intense waves of exquisite sensation rolled over her, and she opened up to him completely and without hesitation. She lost all sense of modesty as he took her over the edge of passion with his touch. Never before had she dreamed that a man’s touch could bring her such intense pleasure.

He raised himself up on his arms once more, hovering over her body close enough that she could feel his breath on her skin. A delicious shiver skipped down her spine as he moved up her body, dotting her skin with kisses as he moved, licking and nipping her along the way. He stretched out beside her and pulled her into his embrace. She ran her fingers up and down the length of his body, from his hip to his shoulder, as he kissed the top of her head and loosened his grip on her enough to lie back and relax. His fingertips traced a lazy circle on her shoulder.

“Thank you.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she laughed at their absurdity.

She heard a low, quiet laugh in Richard’s throat as he inhaled against her hair and kissed her sweetly on the top of her head. “It was my pleasure.”

“That was amazing. I really needed that after the stress I’ve been under the last couple of weeks.”

“Plotting to take over innocent candy companies can really take it out of you, huh? Glad I could help.” With soft laughter, he traced the curves from her shoulder down to her hip and whispered against her skin.

He hardened against her, sending warmth blooming from deep within her, making her ache for him, desperate for him to fill her. Her body arched to meet his as she returned his kisses with growing intensity while soft moans escaped her throat. Before she knew it, his undergarments were on the floor and he sheathed himself in a condom. Positioning himself between her legs, eyelids heavy with desire, he buried himself within her.

• • •

As they lay together in the dim light, her limbs were rubbery with delicious fatigue. Her eyes drifted closed, and his finger traced over her scar, nudging her from her drowsiness.

“Is this a MediPort scar?”

“Yes, I had cancer when I was a teenager. These are the chemical burns from the radiation treatment.” She pointed out the light marks on her skin. His lavish attention made it easy to forget that she had been self-conscious about the scars and imperfections earlier. The extensive work he did for local pediatric cancer charities meant that he’d likely seen much worse than her scar. So much of her body image was wrapped up in the imperfections that it was hard to believe that they weren’t glaring to someone who’d seen it all before.

“Oh my God, Yvette, I had no idea. What kind of cancer? Are you in remission?” The concern in his voice touched her and made her want to open up to him. He was making it so difficult to remember that their affair would last only until dawn.

“I was diagnosed with stage two Hodgkin’s disease when I was seventeen. I had chemotherapy and radiation treatments for about a year, and at this point I’m considered cured. I had to go in for regular checkups for a few years before my doctors felt confident that I was completely clear, but I’ve been cancer free for quite awhile now.”

“I’m so glad for that.” He kissed her lips softly. “I know a few kids with that diagnosis, and the chemo and radiation is never easy, regardless of the prognosis. What a horrible thing to go through.”

“It was a pretty miserable year, and if I had my choice I certainly wouldn’t choose to go through it again, but the cancer really is part of who I am. It brought me closer to my family, and it gave me a great deal of perspective at an early age.” Her cancer diagnosis and subsequent treatment were far enough in her past that she had made her peace with the experience. “It’s made me appreciate the things I have and what I can accomplish, in a way that having a normal childhood might not have.”

“I’ve heard similar things from other cancer survivors. Sounds like you turned a terrible situation into a positive.” He pulled her close again and kissed her gently as she snuggled against him, marveling at the perfect fit.

“It hasn’t always been easy. The treatment changed my life forever, and not always in a good way. Nobody ever complained or resented me, but I know it was so hard for the whole family. The treatment took forever and was incredibly expensive, even with insurance, and my parents were strapped financially. My poor sister was the one always stuck sitting with me during chemo, and I wasn’t exactly easy to get along with. She was so good about trying to entertain me while we sat in the treatment room for hours, but I didn’t exactly appreciate her sacrifice. She was fifteen and would’ve definitely rather have been at the mall with her friends.”

“I’m sure she was happy to be with you. I have a younger brother, and we never went through anything like that, but I would do the same for him. She was probably scared out of her mind that they’d lose you.”

“After a while, it became our family’s normal. My doctors were great about managing my treatment schedule so I had my worst days on weekends and I hardly ever missed school. If it hadn’t been for my bad days and the constant insomnia, we probably could’ve pretended that everything was fine.”

“So, business as usual at the Cruz house?”

“Yeah, after a while I gave up on playing the cancer card.” She laughed, remembering. “At first, I got out of a lot of housework and chores, even got away with treating the family badly, but it wasn’t long before they started calling me out on my behavior again. Especially my sister.”

“Siblings will do that.” His chest rumbled under her cheek.

Yvette shifted next to him. “She was the one who finally told me that cancer was no excuse for being a jerk. As soon as she said it, I could tell that she wished she could take it back. Our parents were always on her case to help me out, to watch over me, to take care of me. She was so shocked that it came out of her mouth that we just cracked up. It was such a relief to be with her after that, to have at least one person see me for who I was and not something that could break at the slightest touch.”

“I have a hard time thinking of you as fragile.”

“Having cancer can teach you a lot. A lot of people feel like they have a new lease on life, or think life is precious and it needs to be appreciated. Well, it taught me that there’s no excuse big enough to stop me.”

His laughter rumbled. “I can definitely see that.”

“It was good to be reminded that I was more than a cancer patient. My sister was right to call me out on my behavior.” Everyone else had been too afraid to upset her, would’ve let her do whatever she wanted as long as they could ignore what was happening to her. “I knew she was worried for me, though. She’d sit up with me a lot of the time when I couldn’t sleep, watching bad television and getting me candy since that’s the only thing I could tolerate. That’s probably when I started my love affair with confections.”

“Candy has certainly treated you well.”

“Oh yeah. I wish everything that came from the cancer was as satisfying.”

“You still have lingering effects?”

“Not symptoms or anything, no. I don’t worry about the cancer returning, not after being in remission so long at least, but the doctor said the radiation effectively destroyed my chances of ever having children. I’ve made my peace with that, more or less, but it’s been a lot to take.”

Made her peace was a deliberate overstatement. Yvette understood that she wouldn’t be a mother—not biologically at least—but she’d never been okay with it. Nurturing her career like the child she’d never have had filled the void in a way, but the desire to have a family, a real family, had never been satisfied.

So few people in her adult life knew about the cancer, and fewer still knew about her infertility. Her relationships were generally superficial, never drifting into deeper territory than when and where they’d meet for drinks or dinner. Talking about it with Richard was strangely soothing, as though she could share without judgment.

“I think that’s something I’ve always taken for granted, probably because I’ve never given a lot of thought to whether or not I want to be a father.” Richard tilted his head to the side, his reaction more thoughtful than she would’ve anticipated.

“If I never had the treatment, I probably wouldn’t have given it much thought either. Growing up, especially in a family like mine, I just assumed I’d be a mother some day. I don’t know if I would’ve changed my mind as I got older, but I would’ve liked to have had the choice, you know?”

They drifted into silence, lost in thought, as she wondered at the wisdom of divulging so much intensely personal information. Especially to a man she hardly knew. Still, it didn’t feel that way any longer. Richard’s breath was hot against her skin, and for the briefest moment, she thought about what a life with him would be like. She gave herself a mental shake. This was one night, and one night only. In fact, it might be far wiser to end this before reality settled in. Was she going to spend the whole night in bed beside him? Surely retreating to her hotel room would be far wiser, and for all she knew he was waiting politely for her to make her exit. Though her body protested at every movement, she pulled herself up, carefully extricating herself from his embrace. As she swung her legs over the side of the bed, he caught her and playfully pinned her beneath him.

“Going somewhere?” His lips were hot on her neck, over her collarbone, leaving goose bumps in their path. His hands held her wrists, gently but firmly, and suddenly the idea of leaving this bed seemed very far away.

“Did you have something else in mind?” Her lips twisted into a saucy grin as she rolled back towards him in bed, ready to move away from the serious direction their conversation had taken and more than willing to see what else he had to offer.


Chapter Four

Richard awoke the next morning to find the pillow next to his empty, then stretched and turned over onto his back as he heard the faint sound of the shower. Yvette was still here. A satisfied smile spread across his face as he thought of her lush body lying beneath him last night, the sweet taste of her, how her kisses burned a trail on his skin. That smooth, soft neck. The gentle, desperate sound of her voice in the darkness, as they’d indulged their desire for one another throughout the night. He felt his body respond, harden, as he imagined her standing in the shower, steam floating around her, water cascading over her curves, her slim waist giving way to soft rounded hips. He eased himself out of bed and padded across the suite to the bathroom.

Richard hesitated outside the closed bathroom door and considered himself in the mirror. He had to laugh as he pictured her reaction to seeing him appear in her shower, naked and disheveled from sleep. His hair stuck out all about his head, a light stubble covered his face, and pillow marks were still visible across his forehead. His appearance wouldn’t stop him, though. Their agreement had only been for one night, and while he had certainly made good use of his time, he had to go to her again before she left. Richard’s desire for Yvette had been awoken with a vengeance, and he couldn’t wait to sate it. Quietly opening the door, he peeked inside the steam-filled bathroom and quickly crossed the room to join her in the shower.

• • •

Richard wandered into the dining room of the suite, dressed in lounge pants and a T-shirt, unable to wipe the satisfied smile from his face. Yvette was sitting at the suite’s desk, poring over the room service menu. She was professionally dressed; her overnight bag was packed and zipped closed, waiting in the sitting area. Clearly, she was ready to move on. Was he the only one who wanted to prolong their time together? Surely after the night they’d spent together, having breakfast wouldn’t be a stretch.

“What looks good?”

“Hmm. I was just thinking coffee.” She yawned. “Could use a little pick me up before the long flight home.”

He had to laugh at that. “I guess we didn’t get much sleep last night. You won’t sleep on the plane?”

“I’ve never been able to relax enough. Even on international flights, I have a hard time getting quality rest and usually don’t sleep until I pass out from exhaustion.”

“Let’s get you some caffeine, then.” He picked up the menu and scanned the choices. “And a little breakfast? You’ve got to eat.”

She agreed, and he called down to have food sent up. Had it been anyone else, it would’ve been awkward to sit in the suite, waiting for room service, after the night—and morning—they’d experienced. He wanted breakfast with her, and then some. Getting even a small glimpse into who Yvette was and forgetting for a night that she was his biggest corporate threat made him want to prolong their time together. If he had to marry in order to gain control over the confections division, he’d want it to be to someone like her. Or that there was a way that it could be her. An engagement to Yvette would effectively eliminate the trouble of their divergent professional goals, leaving him with everything that he wanted. It was intriguing, but ridiculous. She’d never agree to it.

The room service attendant arrived and set their order on the dining room table while Richard signed for the expenses. Yvette poured coffee for both of them, and he sneaked a glance at the domestic scene while he ushered the attendant out. Once he started thinking of them having a future, it was easy to picture her at home, pouring coffee, eating breakfast, living a normal life. As the door closed behind him, he swept the foolish daydream from his mind and joined her at the table. She pushed a cup of coffee towards him, and he sipped, sighing gratefully as the caffeine entered his system.

“Perfect, thank you.” He filled a plate with eggs and fruit while she did the same. They ate in companionable silence for a bit, until Yvette pushed her plate away and rose. “Leaving already?”

“I’ve got a few things to wrap up before I catch my flight. I’ll see you around?” Without waiting for an answer, she hoisted her bag’s strap over her shoulder and headed for the door.

“Wait!” His voice stopped her in her tracks.

She hesitated, one hand on the door, and turned back to face him. “Yes?”

“Just because our agreement was for one night doesn’t mean you have to run out of here at the first opportunity.” He held out a hand, beckoning her.

“I’m not running out,” she said, though she looked back towards the door as she said it, before slowly making her way back towards him. “It’s just time for me to go.”

“Maybe you could stay for a few more minutes? Once you leave, it’s over.” Richard’s voice dropped as she reached him, and he smoothed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m not sure I’m ready for it to be over. I don’t know why I thought I’d be able to forget you if we spent the night together. What was I thinking?”

Worry lines creased her forehead. “Do you regret it?”

He laughed, a deep rumbling in his chest. “I don’t regret a single moment of our time together. I just expected to feel ready to move on, and instead I want you more.”

He was surprised at his own confession, but amazingly he didn’t regret telling her how he truly felt. Richard pulled her into his arms and leaned in, their lips meeting in a kiss seared with longing. But too soon, Yvette pulled away.

“I’ve got to go. Goodbye, Richard.” Without meeting his eyes, she picked up her bag and let herself out of his suite.

• • •

Yvette sipped her spicy bloody Mary and settled back in her seat, ready for her flight home to Philadelphia and glad that Saffron had sent her first class. She was exhausted, hungry, and emotional. A seat in coach wouldn’t cut it today. She popped a few warm almonds in her mouth and snuggled underneath her plush throw blanket while she contemplated watching a movie or reading a book instead of catching up on work.

None of the options sounded appealing however. She was too consumed by the memories of their final kiss. The way he’d enveloped her in his embrace, surrounding her with his warmth and the clean scent of the soap he’d just used. It had overcome her, the emotions too much, and she’d practically dashed out of his room. He probably thought she was nuts.

The cocktail was slowly loosening her limbs, but suddenly a faint tension strummed within her and the energy in the cabin shifted. Afraid she already knew what she would find, she leaned around the seat beside hers and found her face inches away from Richard’s hip as he stuffed items in the overhead bin.

She hated how her body responded so easily at the mere sight of him. Proximity to this man shouldn’t turn her into a puddle, but when he looked down at her, his lips curled into a sexy smile and she warmed from head to toe. She shifted back until she was upright in her own seat and composed herself.

“Hi, Richard,” she said in greeting, her tone chagrined and bemused. Of course they’d have the same flight back. She was pleased that even though her insides wobbled at the sight of him, her voice was clear and steady.

“Hi, Yvette,” he said with a nod, an amused look on his gorgeous face, too. Just hearing her name on his lips sent a frisson of electricity straight to her core. He had to see how he affected her. He took his seat next to hers and settled in. “So, this is cozy, you and me, together on the long flight home.”

“Who knew you flew commercial? I would think Richard Morgan only traveled by private jet.” She teased, hoping to dispel the tension that was threatening to strangle her.

He accepted his snack and a drink from the flight attendant and laughed indulgently. It was a deep, throaty laugh, low enough that it was just for her. “My jet is in the shop, and besides, I had airline miles that were about to expire.”

“How very practical of you,” she deadpanned. What was he doing here? What were the chances that they were randomly assigned adjoining seats? That couldn’t have just happened.

“You disappeared this morning. Now we’ll have a chance to get to know each other.” His tone was light as he relaxed into his seat next to her. How was this so easy for him? Yvette didn’t know if she wanted to run away or straddle him in his seat.

The wild passion they shared seemed like an erotic dream in the cold light of day, and their morning encounter in the shower might as well have happened in another lifetime.

“Forgive me if I’m a bit confused, but I thought you wanted one night together with no strings attached. I don’t see how that includes sharing intimate conversations on this flight home.”

He sipped his drink and paused before responding. He looked down at his glass and shook it gently, the ice cubes clinking against the sides. “To be perfectly honest, I know that I should have changed my flight. When we get back to Philly, it’s in my best interest, and probably yours as well, to go our separate ways and pretend that last night never happened. I can’t see much harm in sharing a pleasant flight together, though. I really enjoyed our time together.” He raked his gaze up and down her body before meeting her eyes. “If I’m not mistaken, you did too.”

She struggled to remain calm and composed as she cast her gaze down at her lap. “Well, yes, I did too.”

Saying that she enjoyed their time together was an understatement. Sitting so close to him on the plane brought images of his hard, bronze body underneath the expensive-looking custom-tailored suit he wore. She caught the occasional whiff of his lush, warm scent when he shifted in his seat and fought the urge to bury her nose against his skin and inhale deeply. He loosened his silvery green tie and unbuttoned his top button before draining his drink. Her eyes were drawn to the hands that had touched every part of her just hours ago. Remembering how his expert hands felt sliding across her wet, soapy skin brought a hot flush to her cheeks.

She reluctantly turned her attention to the flight attendant’s safety instructions as the crew readied for takeoff. Richard was close enough to touch, but he maintained just enough distance to keep her guessing. Surreptitiously, Yvette studied his profile. This could be trouble.

Within no time, the plane was in the air, and they gave their lunch orders to the flight attendant. Then she angled her body to face him. “Can I ask you something? If you’re absolutely determined to refuse my company’s offer, then what’s the harm in being seen together?”

“It wouldn’t look good for me to be seen with you. I probably shouldn’t have even been with you last night. Out in the casino for everyone to see, at least.” His eyes sparkled with amusement.

“You don’t have shareholders, though, so what does it matter how things look? It’s not like you have to hide the fact that we’ve met from your father. He’s the only one who can greenlight the acquisition, and it seems to me like he’s trying to get you on board.”

“He is, and I’m lucky he’s still listening to me, but it’s not him I’m worried about. I can’t remember when I last spent time with a woman and didn’t see photographs or hear about it the next day. Any time I date someone, it’s news almost immediately, and tabloids rarely follow up to see if their information is correct. Morgan Enterprises doesn’t have shareholders, but our employees are sure to catch wind of it if I’m seen meeting with you. Some of them already know that Saffron wants to acquire us, and they panic. They worry about their positions with the company, and it fractures their focus. It’s not good for anyone.”

“I see.” It made perfect sense, but that didn’t dampen her attraction for Richard. She shifted in her seat, feeling uneasy.

He pulled a packet of candies out of his jacket pocket. “Would you like a Millie?” He held the packet out to her.

She had always loved Millies. The lemon- and ginger-flavored hard candies were the oldest and one of the bestselling products Morgan Confectioners produced. She accepted one from the packet and popped it in her mouth. “I do love Millies. I’d like to see something like them for Saffron, once we expand beyond chocolate.” She relaxed as the flavor filled her mouth. Like every other kid growing up, she had loved candy. When she was a teenager undergoing chemotherapy, though, there were days when hard candy was all she could tolerate. During the days when nausea was a constant companion, she went through Millies by the case. The lemon and ginger combination was a soothing balm for her then, and she still found a great deal of comfort in the familiar flavors now.

“They were my mother’s favorite. They’re named after her, you know.” Richard popped one in his own mouth and tucked the packet back into his pocket.

“Your mother’s name was Millie?” She raised her eyebrows. As much as his family history had been public knowledge, she could not remember learning his mother’s name.

“Well, Millie is short for Amelia. My father always called her Millie, and she loved these candies, so he named them after her. It was the first candy Morgan ever sold.”

“Made with love, I guess. Maybe that’s why they’re such a success.”

“Morgan products are more likely to have a story than not. We don’t just mass-produce things without putting thought into the entire line. That’s why I’m so hesitant to partner with other companies or allow any of our divisions to be bought out by bigger corporations. Morgan isn’t just a job for me.”
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