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CHAPTER ONE


CHLOE


Acrash sounds behind me, and the bowl slips from my hands, plunging into the sudsy water. I whirl around to find Dad standing in the middle of the kitchen, staring down at a pool of orange juice spreading rapidly across the tiled floor. Shards of glass catch the morning light, glittering within the liquid.

“I’m sorry, love,” he says, eyes downcast and shoulders slumped. “I was just trying to help.”

“It’s okay.” I keep my tone light and my features relaxed, not wanting him to feel worse than he already does. “I can clean it up.”

After quickly drying my hands, I grab a roll of paper towel off the counter and tear off a few sheets. I lay them on top of the puddle to start soaking it up, then take Dad’s arm gently and smile at him. “Let’s get you settled in your chair while I sort this out.”

As I guide him toward the small living room, I focus on taking steady breaths and make sure not to rush him, even though I can almost sense the clock ticking.

Once I’ve eased him into his chair and tucked a pillow behind his back, I help him prop his feet up on his footstool. “Are you comfortable?”

He leans back with a sigh. “I’m fine. Go on, love. I know you have a bus to catch.”

“I’ll just finish cleaning up, and then I’ll head out.”

In the kitchen, I dig out a plastic bag from under the sink and gingerly pick up the shards of glass. Then I mop up the rest of the juice, wash my hands, and check that the mess didn’t transfer to my cream-colored blouse. A relieved breath escapes me when I don’t see any. Thank god. I really don’t have time to change.

I gather my phone and keys and dump them in my purse, then fill a glass of water and take it to Dad.

“Thank you.” He takes it with stiff fingers, giving me a smile that looks more like a grimace.

My heart pangs as he carefully brings it to his mouth for a sip before shakily placing it on the table next to him.

I confirm that he has easy access to his library book and move the TV remote closer. “I’ve got to go now. Susan should be by in a little while to check on you.”

He mumbles something probably unflattering under his breath, and I hide my smile. Our neighbor, Susan, isn’t the friendliest of women. But I pay her to drop in a few times a day to make sure Dad’s okay while I’m at work. It’s not the ideal situation, since the two of them aren’t exactly the best of friends, but it’s all we can afford right now.

I brush his thinning hair back from his forehead, noting how much gray has taken over the once blond strands, then bend down and press a kiss to the top of his head. “Love you.”

The scents of soap and shampoo instead of the familiar paint and turpentine send a sudden surge of homesickness through me. Is it possible to be homesick for a smell?

The slightly disgruntled expression he wore after my mention of Susan softens, affection seeping through. “Love you too, sweet pea.” He squeezes my hand weakly, the strength in his grip barely there. “Go on, then. I don’t want you to be late.”

I look at my watch and suppress a grimace. “Okay. Have a good day.” After grabbing my bag, I cast one more look at him over my shoulder, then hurry to the door.

As always, on my way out, I brush my fingers against the frame of the large painting that hangs in our hallway. It’s a beautiful depiction of Manhattan at dawn, when the mist is giving way to the soft light of a new day. It’s my favorite of Dad’s works, which is why he’s never sold it.

With another glance at my watch, I rush out of the apartment. After taking the stairs as quickly as I can, I speed walk to the bus stop, praying I make it on time. I swear Geoff is looking for an excuse to let me go, but I need this job. And I’m good at it, even if I don’t love it.

As I round the corner, the bus pulls away from the curb. I rush to the stop, waving frantically, but the driver doesn’t even glance my way. Swearing under my breath, I pull my tote bag against my stomach and brace myself to wait.

All I need now is for the sky to open up. Head tilted back, I survey the threatening gray of the clouds overhead and mentally cross my fingers that it holds off, just for a little while.

Miraculously, I’m perfectly dry, if a little frazzled, as I dart out of the office elevator thirty minutes later. I throw myself into my chair, hoping Geoff hasn’t made it in yet. At a quarter past nine, there’s still a chance, since this is about the time he usually strolls in. He likes me to be here before him. Probably because it gives him some kind of executive high to strut past my desk and toss out his daily coffee order like I exist solely to cater to his caffeine needs.

Unfortunately, I’ve just logged in to my computer and started sorting through my inbox when his door opens and he saunters out, a self-satisfied smirk plastered across his face.

“Glad to see you finally made it.”

Considering I was less than twenty minutes late, and I’m almost always on time, his comment is unwarranted. But I grit my teeth and force a smile to my lips. “I’m sorry, Mr. Clarkson. I had to⁠—”

He waves dismissively. “I don’t need excuses. I need you to do the job I pay you for.”

I bite back the urge to remind him that the job he pays me for doesn’t include being cornered in the copy room so he can proposition me—but that didn’t stop him.

The thought alone has my skin crawling. I can still feel the press of his sweaty hand on my lower back and the damp heat of his breath on my neck when he invited me to finish my work at his apartment over a bottle of wine. When I declined, he didn’t push the issue, just sneered and walked away. But he’s made his displeasure at my rejection known in various subtle ways ever since. And although I’d love to tell him to take his passive-aggressive bullshit—and his job—and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine, I can’t.

I need this job too much, and with Dad’s health issues, we both need the stability.

I can deal with an asshole boss for that.

Except nothing’s looking too stable anymore. Not since the takeover.

Geoff adjusts one cuff, then the other, his movements deliberately exaggerated. “The team from Excelsior will be here at ten. Show them in as soon as they arrive.”

“Yes, sir.”

With a nod, he turns on his heel. In the doorway to his office, he stops and faces me again. “And get my coffee. It should have been on my desk fifteen minutes ago.”

When the door finally clicks shut behind him, I let out a breath, then head to the kitchenette. He has a coffee machine in his office, but he insists I bring him one anyway. I wouldn’t mind so much if he didn’t make me set it directly in front of him, just so he can leer at my breasts.

Today, though, the ball of nerves in my stomach distracts me from my slimy boss. Excelsior Real Estate Holdings recently acquired Talon Developments, which means the job of everyone who works here is on the line. Except for Geoff’s. As CEO, he’s been guaranteed a high-level position after the acquisition. I can only hope they’ll be as generous with the rest of us. And that despite my refusal of his proposition, Geoff will keep me on as his assistant.

At ten o’clock on the dot, four dour-faced men from Excelsior arrive. Once I’ve shown them to Geoff’s office as instructed, I go back to my desk and distractedly respond to emails while keeping a nervous eye on his door.

It remains closed, taunting me.

Being at the mercy of another person makes me itchy. I’ve worked at Talon since I earned an associate degree in office management three years ago. First for Geoff Sr., a sharp-minded but fair man who was easy to work for, and for the past six months, his far less pleasant son. I only hope loyalty is important to him, the way I’m sure it would have been to his father.

Resisting the urge to bite my nails, I force my attention to my computer screen and try to focus on work.

Half an hour later, the door finally swings open, and Geoff leads his visitors out. He shakes their hands, his smile as smarmy as always, and then the four Excelsior men file out without so much as a glance in my direction.

Geoff, on the other hand, immediately focuses on me. “I need to talk to you in my office, Chloe.”

Stomach churning, I nod and stand, picking up my notepad and pen in the hopes that he just has a task for me. Then I follow him as he returns to his desk.

After I take a seat facing him, he strokes his hand down his tie. “Let me get straight to the point. Excelsior is restructuring the company.”

My throat goes dry, yet I refuse to let go of the hope that I’ll keep my job.

Geoff’s next words pull that rug right out from under me.

“They have their own admin pool, so unfortunately, your position has been made redundant, effective immediately. This is no reflection on your performance, of course. It’s purely a business decision.”

My mind fixates on one word. “Immediately? I…I thought I’d be given some time to…to…”

Geoff’s smile is full of false sympathy. “There’ll be a severance package, of course, because of the abrupt nature of your termination. You’ll receive a week’s salary for every year you’ve been with us, plus compensation for unused vacation days.”

My stomach plummets. Only three weeks’ severance? Finding another job, especially one that matches my current salary, in under a month would be a miracle. Even though my eyes sting, I hold back my tears. I refuse to let him see me lose my composure.

It hurts my pride to ask, but I do it anyway. “Is there a chance of another position within the company? Maybe in the admin pool? M-my dad depends on my income, especially for his medical expenses.”

He leans back in his chair, folding his hands over his paunch. “The pool is full. However, if you ask, I’m sure HR will keep your résumé on file. And, of course, they’ll provide a reference for you. Make sure you stop by to fill out the paperwork for your severance before you leave.”

Jerking into motion, I rise, clutching my notepad and pen in my sweaty hands. Anger mixed with a sickening sense of vulnerability floods through me. I want to yell at him—demand he be a better person. A better man. But I still need that reference.

Even so, I can’t bring myself to be professionally pleasant the way I have been for the last six months, so without a word, I turn and leave, closing the door behind me.

My movements are stiff as I return to my desk and pack up my meager belongings. It only takes minutes to erase any evidence that I was ever here. I’ve never realized how few personal items I brought in or how impersonal my desk truly feels.

When my tote is loaded, I give the area a final scan, then take the elevator down to the HR department, where Gwen, a lovely older woman I’ve shared a cup of coffee with on occasion, gives me a sad smile.

“I’m so sorry, Chloe,” she says, clearly already knowing which positions have been slashed. “It’s such a mistake letting you go. You’re one of the hardest workers here.”

My smile wobbles a little. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

She slides a severance agreement across the counter, followed by an acknowledgment of my final paycheck.

When all I can do is stare at the forms, she squeezes my hand. “I’m sure it won’t take you long to find something else. I’ll write up your reference myself.”

I squeeze her hand back and force out what I hope is a more convincing smile. Then I pluck the pen off the counter and sign the forms that signify the end of my employment. She photocopies them and hands me the still-warm duplicates. After tucking them into my bag, I give her a final farewell, then leave.

On the bus ride home, my mind races, calculating how long my severance will last after I add it to the modest savings Dad and I have. To give my hands something to do, I pull out my phone and make a list of steps I need to take, including updating my résumé and looking into applying for unemployment.

By the time the bus reaches my stop, I need a distraction from overthinking. As I start the short walk home, I call my friend Lola.

When she answers, I’m greeted with the piercing cry of her son. “Is this a bad time?” Dammit, I hope I haven’t woken either of them from a nap.

She gives a tired laugh. “It’s never a bad time to hear from you. Just hold on a second.”

She coos softly, and the crying stops.

“Okay,” she says. “He’s on the boob. I can talk.”

“How are things going being a mama, anyway?”

Christopher is two months old now, and I’ve only seen him twice, since they don’t live close enough for quick visits anymore. Lola seems to have taken to her new role naturally. She might only be twenty-four, the same age as me, but she and her high school sweetheart, Jamie, married young, and starting a family was high on their to-do list.

“Exhausting, but I love it. He’s such a sweetheart. And he’s starting to sleep longer at night. So that’s a bonus.” She lets out a contented sigh. “What’s going on with you? Have you found out about your job yet?”

My shoulders tense with worry again. “As of today, I’m unemployed.”

She gasps. “You’re kidding me. Geoff the creep didn’t fight for your job?”

I swallow back the disgust and anger that the sound of his name brings. “I’m an idiot for thinking he might. The only thing I did wrong was let him know I wouldn’t sleep with him.”

“For some men, that’s all it takes.”

“I have to find another job quickly.” I gnaw on my bottom lip. “My severance package is a joke.”

Lola is quiet for so long I worry the call has been dropped. I’m about to pull my phone away from my ear to check when she says, “Why don’t you take this as a sign to start painting again? You won that competition, and I bet you could make decent money if you give it a go. You don’t even need a gallery these days—just sell your stuff online.”

My laugh comes out slightly hysterical. “Lola, that competition was in high school. And I don’t have the time to paint anymore. Let alone guarantee I could sell enough to cover our bills. Dad’s only got one month left of his medication before he needs a refill.”

Lola exhales. “I know, I know. It’s not realistic. But it’s a shame to waste your talent and passion. Maybe if you started painting as a hobby again. Then you could build an online shop while you have a day job. Once you start making money, you can resign and paint full time.”

“Maybe one day.” I appreciate her faith in me, misguided as it is. I loved painting as a kid. I might have even been good at it—I’m my father’s daughter, after all—but I know how hard it is to make a stable living as an artist. Even Dad struggled. And now, with him dependent on me? I can’t risk it. Because what would happen if everything I built crumbled around me?

That’s far less likely with a good job and a regular paycheck—barring another incident like today’s, of course.

Lola hums, that single sound laced with far too much skepticism. “I may have another solution, then. Jamie’s sister-in-law works for a recruitment agency. They fill administrative positions in high-profile companies. If you submit your résumé, I’ll put in a good word for you.”

“Really?” Hope sparks in my chest. A high-profile company might mean a bigger paycheck, which would make Dad’s treatment and medication more affordable.

“Of course. As soon as I finish feeding Christopher, I’ll send you the details.”

We talk a little longer, only saying goodbye when I get to the front door of Dad’s apartment building.

My apartment building. After two years, it should be easier to remember that.

I pause before I go in, closing my eyes and composing myself. Things are hard enough for Dad without the added stress of my employment worries.

I take a deep breath, paste on a bright smile, and turn the handle.
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CHAPTER TWO


ROMAN


The pounding beat and flashing lights are giving me a damn headache. I’m almost thirty-nine. Too old for this shit.

The gorgeous brunette sitting next to me trails a shiny, fire-engine red nail up my forearm. “I can’t believe you own this club. That’s so hot.”

“Co-own,” I reply absently. I should be more focused on her. On the swell of her breasts over her tight black top and the long smooth legs that she keeps crossing to draw my attention.

Instead, my mind is back at the office. It’s where I should be, where I’d rather be, but here I sit, nursing a whiskey at the opening of yet another exclusive nightclub my brothers and I own.

Speaking of. I scan the space until I find Tate, who is, unsurprisingly, tucked into a corner, with his fiancée, Violet, on his lap. He’s murmuring in her ear, and she’s got her face tipped up, laughing.

I shake my head. I never thought I’d see the day my youngest brother would settle down—let alone be engaged. But I’ve never seen him happier. Which, strangely enough, makes me happy.

My other brother, Cole, isn’t here tonight. With his wife due to give birth in a few weeks, spending time at a nightclub is understandably low on their priority list.

It’s generally low on mine too. But it’s good business to make an appearance when we open a new club or restaurant. The King Group’s investors like seeing us out celebrating our success, even though these ventures are only side projects for us. While it might bolster confidence in the company’s leadership—a necessity when we took over control just under three years ago—it’s the last thing I want to be doing.

Particularly tonight.

The woman next to me transfers her attention to my upper thigh, fingers brushing over my suit pants, dangerously close to my dick.

It twitches in response, but I ignore it. I’ve got more important things on my mind than a most-likely mediocre lay with a woman whose name I’ll forget the minute my driver takes her home.

Like acquiring EcoTech Building Solutions—a company specializing in cutting-edge, eco-friendly construction technology—which would solidify the King Group’s position as the leader in luxury sustainable real estate for years to come. Something I’ve been working toward since taking the reins.

But several companies are courting EcoTech, and its owner, Ellis Anderson, is determined to partner with one whose ethical standards align with his own. Considering the King Group’s former CEO is a well-known womanizer who’s serving time for insider trading, proving that the company’s new leadership isn’t anything like the old has been an uphill battle. It doesn’t help that the new leadership, myself and my two brothers, are the previous CEO’s sons.

The three of us have done our best over the last few years to show that in the King family, the apples have fallen far from the tree. As long as we remain scandal free, we have a strong shot at this acquisition. Now that Cole is married and expecting his first child, and Tate—previously the paparazzi’s favorite target—is happily settled down, the company should finally be out of Dad’s shadow.

Though I can’t say the same for myself.

A squeeze on my thigh pulls my focus back to the brunette—Brianna, maybe? She’s pouting prettily. Probably because I’ve all but ignored her since she planted herself next to me.

“Why so serious, handsome? You should be having fun.” She leans closer, a barely constrained breast grazing my arm. “I can help you with that.” Her lips graze my ear. “I don’t have a gag reflex.”

My dick twitches with slightly more enthusiasm this time. It’s been months since I’ve been with a woman, and for a split second, I consider taking her up on her offer. Like in all our clubs, the VIP bathrooms here are luxurious. I could take her into one and see how quickly she could drop to her knees and get me off before I returned the favor.

I immediately push the idea aside. As tempting as it might be, I have more control than that. More control than my father. Dad would have had Brianna in one of those bathrooms quicker than he could close on another development deal.

But he’s in prison where he belongs, and I’m running the company now. Following in his footsteps in any way other than that is the last thing I want to do.

I remove Brianna’s hand from where it’s suggestively massaging my thigh. “Not tonight.”

She pulls back, her brows lifting in surprise. She’s probably not used to being rejected after her gag-reflex disclosure.

The music changes and the beat gets even more frenetic. I check my watch. It’s almost eleven. I’ve been here long enough. When I glance over at the nearest server, they rush to my side.

“Yes, Mr. King?”

“Another drink for the lady.” I incline my head toward Brianna, whose expression turns sulky as she realizes my intention. I don’t blink when she orders a bottle of Cristal. It’s not like I can’t afford it, and if it’s what she needs to deal with the rejection, it’s fine with me. With her looks, I doubt she’ll be on her own for long.

I nod at the server, and at Brianna, then stand and make my way over to Tate and Violet.

“I’m heading off,” I say as I approach.

Tate flicks a glance toward Brianna, who’s now sitting alone. “I hope you’re at least going home, not back to the office.”

When I raise a brow, he shakes his head in mock dismay. “It’s Friday night, man. You’ve got to take a break sometime.”

“What do you think the last two hours have been?”

“For you? Work.”

He knows me too well. But considering how little I sleep, I’d rather be productive at the office than waste time at home. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

With a roll of his eyes, he waves me off. He’s all talk anyway. There’s no way he and Violet will last more than another ten minutes. The two of them can’t keep their hands off each other. Once, Tate might have enjoyed these kinds of events and the opportunities they afforded, but these days, he’s just as reluctant as I am to stick around. Not when he could be having one-on-one time with his fiancée.

Speaking of his fiancée. Violet is studying me, her forehead creased and concern shining in her blue eyes. She doesn’t comment, though, just gives me a soft smile.

I say good night, then message my driver as I maneuver through the crowded club. By the time I make it down the stairs, the sleek black limo is waiting for me, and Phillip has the door open.

“Did you have a good night, Mr. King?”

I adjust my cufflinks. “Define good.”

He chuckles. “If you don’t like clubs, why do you keep investing in them?”

I give him a pointed look. “Because they make money.”

“And you need more?”

I snort. Phillip’s been with me for five years, so, unlike most other people who work for me, he can get away with a comment like that.

Once I’m seated, he shuts the door and returns to the driver’s seat.

I stare out the window at the blur of car lights and buildings, my thoughts circling back to the bad news I received this morning. My longtime executive assistant, Lena, handed in her notice. She and her husband are moving to California. Apparently, their daughter is just weeks away from having her first child, and her boyfriend walked out on her.

In no world would I be described as soft-hearted, but even I can sympathize with Lena’s desire to be there for her daughter. Still, losing her is far from ideal. For seven years, she’s kept my office running smoothly, and I can’t imagine anyone stepping into her role and doing half as good a job.

She’s promised to find a suitable replacement, and I can only hope the person she deems worthy is available to start immediately. Ideally, I’d sit in on the interviews, but there isn’t a spare moment in my schedule right now. I’ll have to trust her to make sure whoever she picks meets my standards.

With Lena’s departure looming and a thousand other things on my mind, I don’t bother waiting until I’m back in the office to get to work. I pour myself a glass of whiskey from the decanter in the center console, take a sip, then open my email app and start drafting a reply.
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CHAPTER THREE


CHLOE


Shading my eyes with one hand, I tilt my head back to take in the steel-and-glass behemoth towering above me. King Plaza. Headquarters of the King Group and the site of my interview this morning. It’s intimidating, to say the least.

When the recruitment agency called about an opening that needed to be filled quickly, I jumped at the chance. I needed to. It’s been two weeks since Geoff ‘let me go,’ and I’ve been scouring job pages and websites religiously.

For fourteen straight mornings, I’ve woken up with panic pinching my chest. It’s an unwelcome reminder of the months following Mom’s sudden departure from our lives when I was fourteen. Dad was still painting back then, but when she walked out on us, he and his artistic muse were hit hard. Until then, I hadn’t realized how quickly life can change. How easily the rug can be pulled out from under you.

But dwelling on the past won’t get me through those doors. Taking one more deep breath, I pull my shoulders back and stride as confidently as I can toward the entrance.

Once inside, I make my way to the security desk in the center of the foyer, my heels clicking loudly on the black marble floor.

“Hi,” I say to the stern-looking man behind the counter. “My name’s Chloe Callahan, and I’m here for an interview with Lena Harris.”

“Chloe?”

At the sound of the feminine voice, I turn and find an older woman with curly black hair and clever brown eyes holding out her hand. “I’m Lena.”

With a smile, I shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Come this way.” She gestures toward a bank of shiny elevators.

I follow her over, and once inside a stainless-steel car, Lena presses the button for the fourth floor. Before the doors close, three tall men stride in behind us. Three men I immediately recognize from the research I’ve done on the company. The dark-haired one with the piercing blue eyes is Cole King, the King Group’s chief of operations. The blond one with golden-brown eyes is Tate King, the chief of marketing, and the third is—my throat dries as I take him in fully—the third is Roman King, the CEO.

My potential new boss.

Photos don’t do any of the men justice, but especially Roman. From his height—easily six-three or six-four—to the breadth of his shoulders in that immaculately tailored charcoal suit, and from his perfectly styled, nearly black hair to the commanding line of his jaw, he’s by far the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in real life.

As the doors finally slide closed, his gaze flicks to me, sharp and unreadable. A slow sweep, wolf-gray eyes fringed by thick dark lashes burning their way down my body, sending a flash of heat sizzling through my veins. When that mesmerizing gaze meets mine again, a subtle charge crackles in the air between us. Though it must just be in my imagination; apart from a slight narrowing of those incredible eyes, his stony expression never changes.

“Good morning, Roman,” Lena says brightly, and his attention snaps to her as if he’s only now noticing her presence. “Looks like you get to meet one of your prospective assistants after all.”

He focuses on me with laser-like intensity once again. “Is that right?”

His voice is deep and smooth and almost as unreadable as his expression. And the tension in the air when he looked at me the first time has disappeared completely—if it was ever there at all.

Despite how dry my throat is, I force myself to swallow and hold my hand out to him, smiling as warmly as I can. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. King.”

He hesitates for a moment before his large hand engulfs mine. “Nice to meet you.” With his icy expression, I half expect his skin to be cool to the touch—like he might actually be some kind of sinfully gorgeous vampire. Instead, his palm is warm and dry. Though the contact does send a little shiver up my spine.

Before I have a chance to examine that reaction, he lets go.

A moment later, the elevator comes to a stop, the doors open, and Lena says, “This is us.”

I give Roman another smile, but he’s already turned back to his brothers.

Heat prickles through me at his disregard. He may be gorgeous, but he’s not exactly charming. Though maybe that’s good. Lack of charm I can deal with. Working for a man that attractive, who’s warm and kind as well, might be dangerous, the risk of developing a crush a little too high for comfort.

And everyone knows crushing on the boss is asking for trouble.

The doors slide shut behind us, and as I fall into step with Lena, I clear my throat. “Is Mr. King always so…” I struggle to find a word that will convey the impact of his presence.

Lena laughs. “Intense? The short answer is yes. But I’d say a better term is driven. He’s one of the best businessmen I know, but he’s very focused. Which means he expects everyone who works for him to be focused too.”

“That isn’t a problem,” I hasten to say, even as my ever-present concern over Dad’s care niggles at me.

She leads me into a small but luxuriously appointed room and gestures toward a pair of couches facing each other over a glass coffee table.

Once we’re both seated, I glance at the door. “Mr. King won’t be joining us?”

“No. Unfortunately his schedule is completely full. But he trusts me to choose someone suitable.”

I nod, unsure whether being relieved that my potential boss won’t be interviewing me is a good sign. But if he were here, looking at me the way he did in the elevator, I don’t know that I’d be able to think clearly, let alone speak without stumbling over my words.

“So,” Lena says with a smile. “Tell me a little about yourself.”

We spend the next twenty minutes talking about my education and my past employment. I respond as tactfully as I can when she asks about Geoff. I don’t want to be known as a person who badmouths their previous boss.

“So, you were with Talon for three years. What was your reason for leaving?” she asks.

The pressure in my chest that’s plagued me for the last two weeks returns. “The company was bought out, and a number of positions were cut during the restructure—including mine.”

She hums, the sound more like confirmation of something she already knew. I imagine it’s probably a detail the recruitment agency passed on.

“Now, have you⁠—”

My ringtone shrills from the purse at my feet, piercing the quiet room. Shit. I forgot to put it on silent when I arrived. It’s not something I’m in the habit of doing, because I usually keep it on in case Dad needs me.

“I’m sorry.” I scrabble in my purse, desperately hoping it’s just a random call that I can decline. But when I finally find it and Dad’s name is flashing on the screen, my heart sinks. “I’m so sorry,” I repeat. “I have to take this quickly.”

Lena arches a brow but merely nods.

I slide my thumb across the screen to answer and press the phone to my ear. “Is everything okay?”

Susan’s slightly nasal voice sounds through the earpiece. “Your father took a little tumble. I’ve given him some painkillers, and he seems okay, but I thought I should let you know—in case you were planning to take your time getting home.”

My hand tightens around the phone. She knows I don’t go gallivanting around the city for no reason. My social life has been mostly on hold since Dad’s condition worsened a couple of years ago. But I need her help, so rather than snap back, I keep my tone even.

“Okay, thank you for letting me know. Do you mind staying with him until I get home? I won’t be too much longer.”

She begrudgingly agrees, and with my stomach in knots, I hang up. It’s not Dad’s fault, but the timing of his fall couldn’t have been worse. There’s no way I’ll get this job now. Not after Lena’s comment about focus earlier.

I slip my phone back into my purse and give her an apologetic smile.

“Kids?” she asks, her tone laced with a thread of sympathy I wasn’t expecting.

“My father, actually.” I let out a sigh. “He has rheumatoid arthritis, and he fell.”

“You live at home with him?”

“Yes, I moved in a couple of years ago to help out.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry again for the interruption, and I understand if I’ve wasted your ti⁠—”

She holds up a hand. “Not so fast. You have someone depending on you at home. That’s understandable, and I’ve been there.”

“I appreciate that, but I assume the situation isn’t ideal.”

She shrugs. “No situation is ideal, and we all have people who rely on us—children, parents, even employees. To be honest, knowing you’ve stepped up to help your dad makes me like you even more.”

The knots in my stomach loosen a little.

“I do need to ask, though. Does this kind of thing happen frequently? Is it likely you’ll need to leave the office often in the middle of the workday?”

“No. Normally he’s very careful. This is only the second time he’s fallen since I moved in.”

“Okay.” She looks down at the notes in front of her. “You’re young. Probably younger than we’d normally consider for an executive assistant position. But your college transcript is impressive, the HR department from your last job gave you a glowing reference, and you’re caring for your father. All of that tells me you’re dedicated, hard-working, and, in my opinion”—she gives me a wry smile—“you have your priorities straight. Which is more than I can say for some people in this building.”

The quirk of her lips makes me wonder if she’s talking about her boss.

She tilts her head, scrutinizing me. “I like you for this position, Chloe. I think you might be a much-needed breath of fresh air in the office. But if you get the job, you may have to work longer hours than you’re used to. With the responsibilities you have, would you be comfortable doing that?”

My mind whirrs, working overtime to weigh the intricacies of the situation. This job might have longer hours, but the pay is significantly better than what I made at Talon. If I get the position, I can afford Dad’s medication—and maybe even some of the more advanced treatments, which might help improve his independence. That has to be worth asking Susan to help out a little more often, even if she does annoy him. And I know she’ll be happy to take the extra money.

“I’m comfortable. I have a care arrangement in place, which should be able to accommodate early starts or staying late when needed.”

She smiles. “Okay. I have a couple more interviews to do this afternoon, so, I’ll let you know my decision at the end of the day or early tomorrow.”

“Of course, that’s fine.”

I’m feeling buoyed as I descend the steps outside King Plaza a few minutes later. This could be the break we need. But remembering Susan’s call, I pick up my pace. With his joints as stiff and painful as they are, a fall can take quite a toll on Dad.

Luckily, when I get home, his crotchety mood and Susan’s general irritation tell me everything’s okay. As I walk her to the door, I broach the subject of possibly working longer hours.

She grumbles a little but eventually agrees when I reassure her that she’ll be compensated appropriately. She’s retired and at home most of the day anyway. When she’s not checking in on Dad, she’s usually sitting by the window, indulging in her role as the unofficial neighborhood watch. At least this keeps her busy and helps break up her days.

After she’s gone, I fuss over Dad, making sure he’s comfortable. When I notice that his knee is puffy and warm to the touch, I grab a fresh icepack from the freezer and gently place it over the swollen joint. I make lunch, then sit on the end of the couch closest to his chair and tell him about the interview.

When I mention my brief exchange with my potential new boss, he frowns. “Are you sure you’d be okay working for someone like that?”

“Of course,” I reassure him. “No matter how driven and focused he might be, I’m sure he won’t be unreasonable. Lena’s worked for him for several years, and she seemed lovely.”

Dad doesn’t look convinced but nods anyway. “Okay, love, let’s keep our fingers crossed that you get the job, then.”

I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to distract myself. I even limit myself to checking my phone only twice to make sure it’s fully charged and not set to silent, the way it should have been during my interview.

When it rings just before dinner, I leap at it.

“Hello?” My voice is only slightly breathless.

“Hi, Chloe. It’s Lena.”

She sounds cheerful, but I hold my breath anyway, unwilling to get my hopes up prematurely.

“I’m so happy to tell you that you’ve got the job.”

Relief slices through me, sharp and sweet. “Thank you so much.”

“Since you’re not working at the moment, could you start first thing on Monday?”

My pulse kicks, but I don’t hesitate. “Yes, of course.”

“Great. I won’t be there to show you around and help you get acclimated, but Sophie, one of the other executive assistants, will show you the ropes.”

“Of course, that’s fine.”

She hesitates. “Look, I think you’ll be a great assistant for Roman. But as you’ve already experienced, he can be a bit… abrupt. Don’t let him intimidate you. He’ll discover quickly enough that you can do the job, but until then, you may have to show him what you’re made of.”

Nerves ripple through me as an image of those steely gray eyes flashes in my mind, but I nod firmly, even though she can’t see it. “I think I can do that.”

She chuckles. “You’re going to get on just fine.”

As she goes over what to expect on Monday, I can only hope she’s right.
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CHAPTER FOUR


CHLOE


I’m hit with a sense of déjà vu as I make my way through the foyer of King Plaza.

The man behind the security desk is different from the one I met on the morning of my interview. “Hi. My name’s Chloe Callahan. I’m starting work with the King Group today.”

He taps at his computer, then nods and flashes me a grin. “You need to head up to the fifty-third floor. If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll call to make sure someone’s there to meet you. Then I’ll send you up.”

He picks up his phone, presses a button, and talks briefly to someone. A moment later, he escorts me to the elevators and waits with me until the doors slide open.

He gestures for me to step inside, swipes a card against the scanner, and hits the button for the fifty-third floor.

“Thank you.” I give him a bright smile, doing my best to camouflage my nerves.

When he winks as the door closes between us, I’m not sure I did a very good job.

As the elevator silently ascends, I take a deep breath to steady myself. This building—and my new boss—might be far grander than where I last worked, but the job is the same: work hard, keep the boss organized, always be professional. So why am I so nervous?

After what feels like the space of a heartbeat, the elevator dings softly and the doors slide open. When I step out, I’m met by an auburn-haired woman with sparkling hazel eyes and a big smile.

She holds out her hand. “You must be Chloe. I’m Sophie Emerson, Tate King’s assistant.” She looks a few years older than me, and the friendliness in her expression immediately puts me at ease.

“It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’ll show you around and help you get set up today,” she says. “Let’s stop by your desk first, and then we’ll pick up your security pass and make sure all your accounts are working.” With that, she’s already hustling away.

Gripping my bag tightly, I scramble to keep up with her longer strides—she’s several inches taller than my five-foot-four frame.

When I fall into step beside her, she grins and slows her pace. “Sorry, you get used to moving fast around here.”

“It’s that busy?”

She grimaces, though the look is good-natured. “Always.” Then a laugh bubbles up. “But I love it. I love the variety of the work and the vibe in the office. Plus, my boss, Tate, is pretty easygoing.”

“What about Roman?”

Lips pursed, she glances at me from the corner of her eye. “Um, well…”

I laugh. “That’s okay. When I met him, I got the impression he wasn’t exactly the easygoing type.”

“Maybe not quite as relaxed as Tate.” She shoots me a teasing smile.

Her effortless warmth is reassuring, and even more of my nerves dissipate.

As we round a corner, she points to a desk. “This is yours.” Then she nods toward a large mahogany door set in a frosted glass wall across from it. “That’s Roman’s office.”

I stare at the door, my heart picking up speed. Is he inside? The memory of our meeting in the elevator—the moment when he looked at me with such intensity—comes rushing back to me.

Butterflies stir in my stomach.

With a quiet huff, I shake my head, brushing away the reaction. He’s my boss, not a prospective date.

Sophie steps behind the desk and pulls open a drawer at the bottom of it. “You can leave your things here, and I’ll take you to get your pass.”

I tuck my bag away, then follow her again as she rushes off.

Half an hour later, we’re back. My still-warm pass is clipped to my waistband, I have a brand-new tablet under my arm, and I’m holding a sheet of paper with my passwords printed on it.

Once I’m successfully logged in to my computer, Sophie leans over my shoulder and points out a few of the programs I’ll be using. I’m just about to navigate to my inbox when movement draws my attention—a man rounding the corner and approaching with powerful strides.

Broad shoulders, imposing height, and a perfectly tailored suit.

Roman.

My stomach does an odd little swoop as those piercing gray eyes lock with mine.

He comes to an abrupt halt, a line etching its way between his dark brows. Turning to Sophie, he points at me. “What’s she doing here?”

My spine snaps straight. He may be gorgeous, but clearly, he’s rude, considering I’m sitting right here.

Sophie looks from him to me and back again. “Um, this is Chloe Callahan. She’s your new executive assistant.”

That chiseled jaw clenches. “No, she’s not.”

The previous swooping sensation in my stomach turns into a sharp drop. “What do you mean?”

He stalks forward, eyes now fixed on me. “I’m afraid Lena made a mistake when she hired you, Miss Callahan. Unfortunately, you’re not the right fit for this position.” He turns back to Sophie. “Call the agency. Let them know there’s been a misunderstanding and that there’s no fault on Miss Callahan’s part.” He flicks a glance back at me. “You can…”

My heart pounds a painful beat in my temples, drowning out his next words. What is he talking about? I need this job.

Sucking in a deep breath, I shove my chair back and stand, angling my chin up and meeting his gaze head-on. “Why exactly am I not the right fit?”

He raises his brows, probably not used to being challenged by his employees. Maybe it would be wiser to keep my mouth shut, but since I’m apparently going to lose this job if I don’t say something, it doesn’t matter if I annoy him.

His jaw gets even tighter, and he gives me a once-over, his expression icy and unreadable. “You can’t have more than three or four years of experience. I need a seasoned professional—someone who can assist with business operations, provide strategic support, and be a first point of contact for contracts worth billions of dollars. Not to mention, someone who can handle clients that have more ego and power than they know what to do with.”

I barely hold back a snort. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. I’d point it out, but I don’t think it will do me any favors.

“As I mentioned,” he says. “Sophie will call the agency and⁠—”

I’m not going to stand by and let this job slip through my fingers because another arrogant jackass in a suit thinks he’s better than me. “Yes, I’m young,” I interrupt him again, and I swear his teeth snap together. “But that doesn’t mean I’m incapable of doing all of those things. I’ve been working as an executive assistant for the last three years, and while that company wasn’t as big as this one, it was fast-paced and high-pressure, and I handled it just fine. You have no valid reason to believe I’m not capable of doing this job. Lena obviously thinks I am.”

Sophie’s watching our exchange with her mouth open and eyes wide.

Roman’s brows pull low. “Look, Miss Callahan. I’m not questioning your skills. I’m merely telling you that you’re not suitable for this particular position. That’s not an insult to you. It’s the reality of the situation. I apologize for wasting your time, but the sooner Sophie can talk to the agency, the sooner we can get this sorted out.”

He turns toward his office, but before he can disappear, I rush out from behind the desk, my heart in my throat. “Give me until the end of today, and I’ll prove I can do it.”

He pivots slowly, his features an enigmatic mask as he scrutinizes me. I hold his stare, even as I hold my breath, certain he’ll laugh in my face and send me on my way.

Instead, he rubs his chin, letting the silence stretch on and the tension rise until finally, he nods. “All right, Miss Callahan.” The rough edge to his voice when he says my name almost makes me shiver. “Let’s see if you’ve got what it takes to impress me.”

Without waiting to see my reaction, he strides into his office and shuts the door behind him.
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CHAPTER FIVE


ROMAN


As I stalk toward my desk, I drag my phone out of my pocket and navigate to Lena’s contact information.

She answers with a cheerful “How’s my favorite ex-boss?”

I don’t let her sunny greeting deter me. “What the hell did you do?”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

She’s used that faux innocent tone plenty over the last few years. It doesn’t fool me.

“You hired the one person I expressly told you not to.”

When I spoke to Lena after her interview with Chloe, I told her to look for someone else. Someone older, experienced—like her. Not a woman who looks like she’s barely out of college. Not a woman with silky pale blond hair, full pink lips, and wide eyes that don’t know whether to be blue or green.

Definitely not a woman who, the second I laid eyes on her, had me imagining what those lips would look like wrapped around my dick.

Her attractiveness isn’t my biggest problem with her, though, because, unlike my father, I have control when it comes to women—especially ones who work for me. My issue is that Lena knew exactly what qualities I was looking for in an assistant, yet she went against my wishes and hired her anyway.

A renewed wave of irritation courses through me at the thought.

“There’s no way a woman as young as her will be an effective assistant,” I growl. “I told you that.”

Over the last seven years, Lena has run my office like a well-oiled machine. If I’m going to keep the King Group at the top where it belongs, I need an assistant who can handle high-pressure situations, who can handle the kind of hard-headed executives we do business with every day—not to mention the kind who try to get into the panties of any attractive woman they see.

And Chloe is nothing if not attractive.

I can’t exactly come out and say that her appearance is an issue, though, no matter how many men I do business with who either won’t respect her as my representative because of her looks or will be too distracted by them.

“And I told you that was ridiculous,” Lena says. “Qualified is qualified. Maybe having someone with a bit of a sweeter disposition around will soften you up a little.”

I blink, then frown. “What?”

“You know, I think my daughter is calling me. The baby’s due any day now, so I’d better go, just in case. Give the girl a chance, Roman. You’ll be glad you did. Bye!”

When the line goes dead, I pull my phone away from my ear and scowl at it. What the hell just happened? Lena might not work for me anymore, but I thought she’d take some responsibility for her actions.

I sit at my desk and punch the power button on my computer a little harder than needed. When my phone rings, I swipe to answer without bothering to look at who it is, since I’m expecting the call.

“Morning,” Cole says. “I’m on my way to the Genesis-1 site now, so I don’t have long.”

“That’s fine.” I drum my fingers on my desk, still focused on Lena’s last-minute insubordination and my want-to-be assistant outside. “Once Tate connects, we’ll get started.”

As if saying his name summoned him, Tate dials in.

“Good morning, brothers of mine.” His overly bright tone grates on my nerves.

“How many coffees have you had to be so cheerful this early?”

“If you think my good mood is due to caffeine, then you’ve obviously forgotten how it feels to get lucky on a daily basis.”

“Good for you.” As happy as I am that he and Cole have settled down with the women they love, I could do without the constant reminders—and the needling about my disinterest in finding one of my own. I’ve been there, done that, and don’t intend to do it again.

“Who pissed in your cereal this morning?” Cole asks.

I find myself squinting at the door, as if that’ll somehow let me see through the heavy wood to what Chloe’s doing out there in her quest to prove herself.

Even if she all but begged for the opportunity, I should have stuck to my decision and gotten Sophie to show her out. But the way she looked up at me—with her jaw tilted in challenge, even as a hint of vulnerability shimmered in her eyes—had stopped me.

That whisper of fragility wrapped in determination tugged at the insides of my ribs in an unfamiliar way, making me say yes when I should have said no. When I should have ended things then and there, instead of dragging it out for an entire day.

I force my focus back to the conversation. “Sorry. Lena screwed up with her replacement, and now I have to find someone else.”

“That doesn’t sound like Lena,” Cole says. “How did she screw up?”

“She hired the only candidate I expressly told her not to.”

“Let me guess,” Tate drawls, his tone dripping with amusement. “She hired that little blonde you were rude to in the elevator.”

“I wasn’t rude.” The words come out with more bite than intended.

Tate laughs. “Yes, you were. Damn, Lena’s got a sense of humor.”

“Her sense of humor isn’t the issue,” I grumble. “It’s her ability to follow instructions that needs work.”

“So, what’s your problem with…” Cole trails off expectantly.

“Chloe.” I say her name reluctantly.

“What’s your problem with Chloe, then?”

“You saw her. She looks like she’s barely out of college.”

“And?” he asks.

Head lowered, I pinch the bridge of my nose. “And what?”

“And that seems like a spurious reason not to hire her if she’s competent.”

“She’s yet to prove that.”

“It sounds like you’re not going to let her prove it.”

My eye twitches and I shake my head. “We’ve gotten off track⁠—”

“You know,” Tate says, still too damn cheerful, “I think I like this girl. I haven’t seen you this flustered in a while.”

I glare at the screen of my phone, even though it’s not a video call. “I don’t get flustered.”

“No, you don’t.” His tone is suddenly contemplative, and I don’t like it.

I inhale deeply and lower my voice. “You know as well as I do exactly how it’ll look.”

When I’m met with nothing but silence, the tension in my shoulders eases. I’ve finally gotten through to them.

Then Cole speaks again. “You’re not Dad.”

A familiar weight presses against my sternum. Our damn father. He always made sure there was a beautiful and obliging woman within reach. From our nannies to the housemaids to his personal assistants⁠—

I cut off that train of thought. I’ve put his actions well and truly behind me. Though I can’t say the same for our social circle, our business partners, or the damn media.

“And I’ve been very careful to conduct myself in a way that ensures our investors and shareholders are confident of that.”

“So let me get this straight,” Tate says slowly. “You’re worried about hiring this woman because you assume people will think you’re like Dad?”

I rub my forehead. “You know they will. And we can’t afford the scrutiny.”

Cole scoffs. “We can afford plenty.”

They don’t get it. They’re drunk on love—or whatever chemical cocktail is swirling around in their brains, changing their priorities. I don’t begrudge them that—hell, it’s what I thought I wanted a long time ago—but it means I’m the one who has to keep my focus on the future. “We’ve spent the last three years doing damage control. We have a chance to solidify the King Group’s status going forward. The last thing we need is Dad and his reputation hindering us from behind bars.”

“What was it you told me about not living in Dad’s shadow?” Tate asks.

I should have known he’d throw that advice back in my face.

“I’m not concerned about my personal life. I have everything I want. It’s the company I’m thinking about. When people see me, they can’t help but be reminded of him, and the last thing we need is fodder to fuel rumors or assumptions. If it doesn’t make them think I tolerate the same kind of behavior, it’ll give them more damn ammunition to want to see us fail.”

“Then prove them wrong,” Cole says. “Dad’s dalliances were common knowledge because he never bothered to hide them. Hell, everyone knows he was supporting at least three mistresses when he went to prison. Don’t penalize this poor girl for his actions. Her age and looks shouldn’t have any bearing on her employment. If she can’t perform, replace her. But if she can, keep her and maintain the same professional relationship you’ve had with your previous assistants. Whatever people’s initial thoughts might be, it’s how you behave around her that will change their perception.”

I rake my fingers through my hair. Since neither of my brothers seems inclined to agree with me, I try another angle. “She’ll be a target for every lecherous asshole we do business with.”

Cole snorts. “I’m sure she knows how to handle herself.”

“And who better to protect her from the advances of said lecherous assholes than you?” Tate chimes in. “If you let her go, she’ll need another job. What are the chances she’ll end up working for one of them?”

A knot of unease lodges in my throat at the image that forms in my mind. An image of her. With that silky blond hair, more moonlight than sunshine, bee-stung lips, and those arresting blue-green eyes—the men I deal with would salivate at the thought of having her at their beck and call.

Tension grips my shoulders again, and I have to shrug to release it.

Tate might be right. But am I prepared to take her on? If I do, I’ll have to be even more professional than I was with Lena. Make sure there are absolutely zero signs of impropriety between us.

“She’ll still need to prove herself.” I sound begrudging, even to my own ears.

“That goes without saying,” Cole says, a thread of amusement in his voice that I don’t bother asking him to explain.

“Now that you’ve finished questioning my employment decisions,” I say. “Can we discuss our plans going forward?” I want to put all thoughts of Chloe Callahan out of my mind for now.

We quickly fall into a conversation about the construction schedule for Genesis-1—our latest luxury high-rise development—before moving on to our plans surrounding EcoTech, in preparation for my meeting with our executive team this morning on the proposed acquisition.

But despite my resolve to put Chloe out of my mind, she keeps slipping in at random moments. I can’t decide whether I’m hoping she fails spectacularly so I can send her on her way or that she proves herself capable so I can keep her away from men like my father.
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CHAPTER SIX


CHLOE


My body sags as the door closes behind Roman, but a heartbeat later, panic kicks in. Why did I tell him I’d prove myself? I have no idea how I’m going to do that on my first day, especially when I’ve barely logged in to my computer.

“Um,” Sophie says, wide-eyed. “I’m so sorry about that. I don’t know why he…” She shakes her head. “What do you want to do now?”

With my lip caught between my teeth, I survey the space, hoping for some inspiration. Unfortunately, nothing jumps out at me. How the hell am I supposed to impress a man like Roman King? Because he’s right—I’ve never operated at his level before, and it’s unlikely the software and tools they use here are the same ones I used at Talon.

I turn to Sophie. “Can you help me?”

She nods rapidly. “Of course. What do you need?”

“Let’s start with the basics. Can you show me how the scheduling app works and where the project files are?”

The two of us round my desk, and once she’s shown me the applications I need, she walks me through what she knows of Lena’s system. While she explains, I jot down notes on a notepad I find in a drawer, creating a quick reference guide for myself.

Okay. My mind works overtime as I scan Roman’s calendar. It’s packed. Very packed. As I review it, a red-flagged meeting later this morning catches my attention. It looks like he’ll be briefing his executive team on a company called EcoTech.

“Where do I find the files related to this company?” I ask Sophie, pointing to the calendar entry.

“They should be in here.”

I follow her to a filing cabinet against the wall, where she flicks through several files before pulling one out and handing it to me.

I glance through it as I return to my desk. Dammit. The details don’t mean much to me, and I don’t have time to learn them all.

Still, a few things are familiar from my time at Talon.

“Where are the latest market reports?”

“They’re usually stored in the shared drive under the Analytics folder. Here.” Sophie points at the screen. As she pulls her hand away, she checks her watch. “I’m sorry to abandon you, but I have to get back to my desk. Is there anything else I can help with before I go?”

I paste on a smile, though what I really want to do is beg her to stay. “Thanks. I think I’ve got it. I’ll do the best I can and hope it’s enough.”

“I hope it is too. It’d be fun to have you around. If you have more questions, this is my extension.” She writes down a number on my notepad and pushes it across to me. “I can talk you through anything you need or duck back around and show you.”

With that, she turns and heads down the hall.

“Oh.” She stops and spins on her heel. “If you get some free time around lunch, come find me. I’ll take you down to the employee cafeteria.”

Despite my lingering panic, warmth spreads through me. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

With a renewed sense of determination, I get back to work, skimming through the EcoTech file. I search the desk, find a pad of sticky notes, and mark key information I think Roman might need for his meeting.

When I’m done, I explore the CRM software that tracks project statuses and stakeholder interactions. I take more notes as I compare the details with recent emails, spotting updates that haven’t been added to the file yet. Pushing away the doubts gnawing at me, I decide to brief him on those as a start.

With the meeting time approaching, I take a deep breath, grab the file and my new tablet and head to his office.

My knock is met with a terse “Come in.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. If I could put up with Leering Geoff for the last six months, I can put up with Grumpy Roman. If I’m lucky, that is. First, I have to make sure he doesn’t fire me.

I ease the door open and, with as much confidence as I can muster, walk into what turns out to be an enormous corner office, all dark wood and understated elegance, with floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides that frame a breathtaking cityscape worthy of one of Dad’s paintings.

For a moment, I’m distracted by the view, but I quickly snap my attention back to Roman. He’s leaning back in his chair behind an expansive wooden desk, tracking my approach with those intense gray eyes—eyes that make my heart beat a little faster.

It’s nerves, obviously. Because wow, Roman King is intimidating when he fixes his gaze on me like that. If I’m honest, he’s probably the most intimidating man I’ve ever met. My dad is the opposite. He’s kind, loving, a little absent sometimes—and somewhat cranky these days—but never intimidating. I respected Geoff Sr.; he was always fair to his employees. His son? I didn’t respect him at all. But neither of them was what I’d consider intimidating.

Roman, though, with his effortlessly commanding presence and the disconcerting way he’s watching me—as if he can see right through me while keeping every thought of his own hidden—he intimidates the hell out of me

There’s no way I’ll let him know that, though. Not after the comments he made earlier.

I clear my throat and offer a cool, professional smile. “Mr. King, I’ve prepared the file for this morning’s meeting. It includes key points on potential market impacts from the latest reports, as well as updates you might find relevant.”

He doesn’t make a move to reach for the file, so I thrust it toward him. Luckily, he takes it rather than leaving it dangling in midair. Not that I’d have put it past him.

As he flips through the pages, his expression unreadable, I do my best not to shuffle my feet and let on how nervous I am. Glancing at the leather chairs in front of his desk, I wish I’d thought to sit down before launching into my spiel.

Eventually, he drops the file on his desk and regards me steadily, rubbing his thumb slowly back and forth across his lower lip.

“Not bad, Miss Callahan.” Despite his measured tone, there’s a begrudging edge to his lukewarm praise.

I stifle a frustrated frown. What is his problem with me? I can understand if he was surprised by my age, but with three years’ experience and a solid reference from my last job, it shouldn’t matter. Regardless, I’m not going down without a fight. This job—and the much-needed salary that comes with it—is too good to give up on just because my boss has a chip on his shoulder.

“Is there anything else I can help you with before your meeting?” I keep my tone even.

He glances down to the file in front of him, then back up at me. “No. I’ll go over this in more detail beforehand.”

“Do you need me to sit in and take notes?”

His eyes narrow and he slants his head. Then he picks up his pen and taps it on the dark wood of his desk. “Yes. Print out a dozen copies of the most recent market report and make sure the conference room on this floor is ready to go.”

“Yes, sir.” Ridiculously pleased that he didn’t brush me off, I let a wider, more genuine smile slip past the professionally serene expression I’ve been maintaining.

In response, his stare sharpens, so I quickly rein in my enthusiasm, determined not to give him any ammunition to get rid of me. Based on what I’ve seen of him today, being overly cheerful probably isn’t on his list of ideal assistant qualities.

Lips pressed together, I nod, then turn and leave. As soon as the heavy door closes behind me, I rush to my desk and print out the report he requested. Then I head to the executive conference room that Sophie pointed out on our tour.

Finding a carafe of water and a dozen glasses have been left on the sideboard, I set them out on the table and place a report at each position. Then I hustle back to my desk so I can quickly reread the notes I’ve taken. I can’t imagine I’ll be asked any questions, but I want to be prepared just in case.

Ten minutes later, Roman’s door opens, and he strides out—without the file. Did he memorize everything he needed, or was what I provided not useful?

My stomach sinks, but I quickly shove aside the unhelpful thought and stand, brushing my palms over my skirt. Without stopping, he glances back at me over his shoulder. “Don’t forget your tablet.”

This time I do roll my eyes. He must really think I’m a novice if he’s giving me such basic instructions. Tablet in hand, I follow behind him. Unfortunately, from this perspective, it’s impossible not to notice the way his suit jacket stretches across his shoulders or how his dark hair curls just slightly at the back.

How soft would those strands feel between my fingers?

I give my head an abrupt shake to pull my mind back from where it’s wandered to, following it up with a mental wrist slap. That’s the first and last inappropriate thought about my boss I’ll let distract me.

The conference room is now full of serious-looking men and women seated around the table, most of them reviewing the report I laid out. Roman takes the chair at the head of the table, then gestures to an empty one just down from him.

I sit, politely returning the smile of the man next to me, then place my tablet on the table, ready to take notes.

Roman clears his throat, and immediately, all eyes are on him. His gaze sweeps the room, briefly resting on me. Another odd little shiver traces its way down my spine before he moves on, his expression as unreadable as ever.

“All right,” he says. “Let’s begin.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


ROMAN


Ilean forward, making sure everyone’s attention is on me before speaking. “The focus of today’s meeting is the proposed acquisition of EcoTech Building Solutions. This isn’t just about expanding our portfolio—it’s about solidifying our leadership in sustainable commercial development. EcoTech’s breakthroughs in green technology are game changers. Integrating them into our operations could significantly reduce our carbon footprint and strengthen our competitive edge.”

Most of the team nods in agreement. When I first broached the acquisition a month ago, a few of them resisted, thinking there was nothing wrong with how we’d been doing business. That there was no need to change or grow. But after presenting data to back up my case, most have fallen into line.

Still, I hammer the point home.

“You’ll see in the report in front of you that the global shift toward sustainability isn’t a passing trend; it’s a pivot point for our industry. Regulatory pressure and consumer demands are reshaping the market. Companies that lead in this space won’t just benefit from significant market growth—they’ll set the standards for years to come.”

Margo, our chief strategy officer, straightens, silently signaling for permission to interrupt. I give her a nod.

“Integrating new technology is crucial, but it has to enhance our operations, not complicate them.”

I incline my head in acknowledgment. “That’s why our proposal will include a phased integration. EcoTech will initially operate independently to preserve its culture of innovation. Meanwhile, we’ll form cross-functional teams to blend their technologies with ours, ensuring a seamless transition that capitalizes on the strengths of both companies.”

Not for the first time during this meeting, my gaze lands on Chloe, whose eyes are fixed on her tablet as she takes notes. Her brow is furrowed in concentration, and her plump lower lip is caught between her teeth.

I’m hit with a sharp sting of attraction, but I force the sensation down and refocus on the meeting.

“I’m not just talking about acquiring assets.” I lean forward to capture the room’s full attention. “This is about embracing innovation within our ranks. Acquiring EcoTech isn’t just a transaction; it’s a statement to the market and to our stakeholders. They’ll all know that the King Group is committed to leading the charge toward a sustainable future.”

I pause, letting the weight of my words settle. “This move will keep us at the forefront, allowing us to set the pace rather than play catch-up. It aligns perfectly with our strategic goals and significantly strengthens our competitive edge.”

Margo, always one to cut to the chase, leans in. “So what’s our play to land them?”

“EcoTech’s looking for more than financial and operational security. They’re interested in our commitment and integrity.” I scan the faces around the table, lingering on Chloe for a moment too long before moving on. “We need to demonstrate that our values regarding sustainability and ethical business practices align with theirs. They’ll be wary, given the King Group’s past leadership scandals, so we need to convince them that the company has entered a new era.”

Tension grips my neck like it always does when I’m forced to discuss the mess Dad made. Everyone in this room, except maybe Chloe, knows what he did. They know the kind of man he is—and what kind of CEO he was. Many probably consider my father and me to be interchangeable. Out of his sons, I’m the one who looks most like him, and now I’ve taken on his role. Do they wonder if I also share his vices?

A rock forms in my stomach, and I clear my throat. “We need to prove to EcoTech that our commitment to integrity isn’t just lip service.” I pause, ensuring my team understands the gravity. “Any hint of insincerity could not only derail this acquisition but damage the King Group’s reputation.”

Again. Though I don’t need to say it.

David, the director of corporate communications, who’s sitting next to Chloe, leans forward. “We should ramp up our visibility on the green initiatives we’ve already started. Seek out more public endorsements from environmental groups to solidify our reputation.”

I nod. “Agreed. Coordinate with my assistant to schedule a planning session. I want a detailed strategy on my desk by the end of the week.”

Chloe’s gaze finds mine, the corners of her mouth tipping down. Is it because I didn’t call her by name? My failure to introduce her as my new assistant was deliberate, given the doubts I’m still harboring. By her expression, she’s noticed, and interpreted my omission correctly.

Her frown doesn’t last long. Between one breath and the next, she lifts her chin, and eyes the color of the Caribbean flash.

“I’ll make sure to arrange that, Mr. King.”

She gives me a tight, professional smile, but there’s a subtle defiance in her tone and in the way she doesn’t look away.

A hot, unfamiliar spark flares to life behind my sternum.

It eases, thank fuck, when she breaks the connection and graces David with a softer, more genuine smile. “I’ll be in touch to organize a time after the meeting.”

David’s brows rise, then his lips curve up. “I’ll look forward to it, uh…” He tilts his head, brown eyes fixed on her expectantly.

“Oh,” she says. “Chlo⁠—”

“It’s Miss Callahan.”

Her gaze snaps back to meet mine, but I keep my expression impassive. David might be a good employee, but he’s a well-known flirt. The last thing we need is him distracting my assistant on her first day.

Even if there’s a chance it’s also her last.

Chloe gives me a terse little nod, and I bite back a smirk. She thinks she’s good at maintaining a poker face, but her eyes and mouth are far too expressive to hide what’s going on in her head.

Right now, she’s annoyed with me. And for some reason, I like it.

Shoving down the rare surge of amusement, I bring my mind back to the matter at hand. It doesn’t take long for my mood to sober. Not considering the importance of what we’re discussing.

I tap my knuckles on the table to bring the room’s attention back to me.

“It’s crucial,” I say, giving David, who’s still looking at Chloe, the full weight of my stare until he turns away from her, “that everyone here understands the sensitivity of this deal. The eyes of the industry—and EcoTech’s owner and board—are on us. We can’t afford any slip-ups, and we definitely don’t want our competitors getting their hands on the company first.”

There’s a murmur of agreement around the table, accompanied by nodding heads.

Satisfied I’ve made my point, I lean back. “I’ll open the meeting to discussion now. Let’s make sure we’re all on the same page so we can get the ball rolling.”

For the next twenty minutes, I field questions. In response to one about the current market context, I reference a point Chloe noted in the file, unable to stop my eyes from sliding toward her as I do.

She bites her bottom lip again, as if trying to hide her tiny grin of satisfaction. Before I can help myself, my focus shifts to the tempting curve of her mouth and the perfect dip of her cupid’s bow. With a harsh exhale, I look away. The inspection was so quick I can almost convince myself that the jolt I felt wasn’t lust. I go right back to answering questions as if that split-second lapse in control never happened.

And as far as I’m concerned, it didn’t.

Because I’m not the kind of man who lets himself get distracted by a pretty woman. Not anymore. Especially not when that woman is my employee.

Potential employee.

Hell, If I need to remind myself of that, then subconsciously, I might already be leaning toward a decision.

I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge. I’m just not sure if the real challenge in keeping Chloe will be proving to the world that I’m not my father.

Or proving it to myself.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


CHLOE


Stomach grumbling, I stare at Roman’s door and tap my fingernails on my desk. I haven’t seen him since he disappeared into his office after the meeting. After he pinned me with his cool gaze and told me to check over his schedule for the upcoming week, highlight any conflicts or issues, and be ready to brief him at three o’clock this afternoon.

I’m still not sure if he’ll let me return tomorrow, or when he’ll decide. I’ve spent the last hour going through his emails, flagging priority messages for action, and listing meeting requests so I can confirm which ones he wants added to his calendar and which I should reject.

Now I’m starving.

According to today’s schedule, Roman has a late business lunch with his brothers, but he didn’t mention when I should have mine. Should I put on my away message and grab something? Or wait to be given permission?

Nibbling on my lower lip, I peer down the corridor toward Sophie’s desk. Is she still there? Tate and Cole have corner offices too, so I can’t see their assistants from here. Sophie’s dropped by a couple of times to check on me, and her encouraging smile has brightened my spirits. The last time she came around, she reiterated her offer to join me for lunch, and I’m desperate to take her up on it.

Suddenly annoyed with myself for letting my boss’s intimidating manner bother me so much, I shove my chair back and stand. After blotting my damp palms on my skirt, I head toward his office.

Just as I raise my arm to knock, the door opens and Roman strides out. I take a quick step back to avoid crashing into him, but my heel catches on the plush carpet, throwing me off balance.

Before I can topple embarrassingly to the floor, large, firm hands grip my upper arms and yank me upright, the sudden overcorrection bringing me against his chest. His very hard chest.

I inhale sharply on impact, and an intoxicating scent floods my senses. A mixture of expensive soap, citrusy cologne, and a hint of something that practically screams hot, sexy man. I almost take another breath to fill my lungs with it, but before I can, I realize that I’m inappropriately plastered against my boss.

When I lift my face to his, my next inhale is a little shaky and far less distracting. I’ve managed to keep my awareness of how good-looking he is out of my mind while he’s been hidden behind his office door, but now it hits me full force.

His wolf-gray eyes, framed by those dark lashes, are fixed on mine. From this close, the silver flecks in them are visible, along with the fine lines extending from their corners that only make him more attractive. My focus drifts to his seductive lips, which somehow look both firm and soft at the same time.

What would it feel like if he lowered his head and pressed them to mine?

Strong fingers flex around my arms, applying the slightest pressure, almost as if he’s about to draw me closer.

Just as the thought registers, he lets me go.

I wobble a little at the abruptness of my release but quickly steady myself. When I look up, he’s already several feet away.

“Is there something you want from me, Miss Callahan?” There’s a rasp in his voice I haven’t heard before.

I blink. Oh god. Does he know I was wondering what it would feel like to have his lips on mine?

He frowns. “You were about to knock on my door.”

Oh. I duck my head slightly, hoping my warm cheeks don’t give me away. “Uh, yes. I was going to ask whether there’s anything you need me to do right now, or if it’s okay to grab some lunch.”

With his brows still pulled together, he checks his watch. “That’s fine.”

Then he strides off.

Okay, then. I guess cultivating social niceties isn’t high on the priority list for a man who’s as gorgeous as sin and intimidating as hell.

Without allowing myself to dwell on him any longer, I hurry down the corridor to Sophie’s desk outside Tate’s office.

She looks up and grins as I approach. “You’ve been released?”

I laugh. “It seems that way.”

“Great, I’m starving.” She pops up and leads me to the elevator while I fill her in on my morning.

As we descend to the fortieth floor, she listens, brow wrinkled, and shakes her head. “Roman’s always been the most serious of the three brothers. Which makes sense, since he’s the eldest and the CEO. But he’s never come across as unreasonable. Obviously Lena wouldn’t have hired you if she didn’t think you were experienced enough.”

“I suppose I’m grateful he’s giving me a chance. But it’s frustrating to think I might miss out on this job and I’m not even sure why. It can’t just be because of my age, can it?”

Before she can respond, the elevator doors open, and we step into the most luxurious cafeteria I’ve ever seen. What looks like a marble-tiled floor gleams under our feet, and various food stations are set up around the perimeter, offering everything from Italian to Greek to Japanese, along with good old burgers and fries. Large windows let in plenty of natural light, and the cheerful chatter of employees puts me at ease.

As we pass a list of prices, I’m surprised at how reasonable the costs are.

“The meals are subsidized,” Sophie informs me.

Yet another reason I need to keep this job. Despite my boss’s chilly demeanor, the great salary and cost-saving perks like subsidized meals will only make taking care of Dad easier.

We choose sushi, and once we have our plates and our bottles of water, we find a seat at a two-person table near one of the big windows.

I admire the slightly different but equally captivating view of Manhattan for a moment before taking a large bite of the deliciously fresh California roll.

“Okay,” Sophie says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Tell me your story.”

I swallow my mouthful of food and pick up my own napkin. “My story isn’t very interesting.”

She cocks her head. “Don’t be silly. Everyone’s story is interesting. You just can’t see it because you’ve lived it, and it seems normal to you.”

Her words make me smile. “I suppose so. Well… for the last few years, I worked for a small real estate development company, but it was bought out recently, then restructured. My boss didn’t bother fighting for my position because he was going to have access to an admin pool. And I’m pretty sure because I rejected his advances a few months before the restructure was announced. Though I can’t prove that, of course.”

Sophie scrunches up her nose. “Asshole.”

I nod, taking another bite of sushi. “He was,” I say when I can speak again. “I’m not the least bit sad about not working for him anymore. Luckily, a friend gave me the contact details for a recruitment agency. That’s how I ended up here.”

“Are you single? In a relationship? Any kids?” She munches on her food, eyes bright with interest. Maybe she doesn’t meet new employees that often, working on the executive floor.

“Single, no kids…” I debate whether to say anything about Dad. But Sophie seems lovely, and someone I see myself being friends with if I stay, so I continue. “I actually live with my dad. He’s got a chronic disease, and he needs assistance.”

Her eyes glimmer with sympathy. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is your mom around, or…?”

I take a sip of my water, brushing away a prickle of residual hurt. “Mom left when I was fourteen. I guess being an artist’s wife and a teenager’s mom wasn’t what she wanted. Since then, it’s just been Dad and me.”

She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. The gesture is a surprise, but it’s reassuring. I squeeze back while giving her a smile. “It’s okay. It was a long time ago now.”

“Still, that’s sad.” Thankfully, she moves on from the topic. “So, your dad is an artist?”

“Yeah. He paints these amazing pictures of New York City. He used to rent a little shopfront and sell them there. Online too. But now he has trouble holding a paintbrush, so…” Unexpectedly, my throat tightens enough for my voice to catch.

“So now you’re looking after him.”

“Yes. And a well-paying job like this will help cover his medical bills.”

“I get it.” Her hazel eyes narrow thoughtfully. “We’ll just have to make sure Roman sees sense by the end of the day. If there’s any work I can help with, pass it on. We’ll dazzle him with how productive you are.”

“Thanks.” I give her a grateful smile. “But if I’m going to prove myself, I need to show him I’m capable on my own. Otherwise, he might be right in thinking I can’t handle the job.”

She nods a little reluctantly. “Fair enough.”

Once I’ve finished my last piece of California roll, I wipe my fingers with my napkin and ask the question that’s been playing on my mind all morning. “What can you tell me about Roman? I did a little research before my interview, but there aren’t as many non-business-related articles about him as there are about his brothers.”

“Hmm.” She pinches a piece of rice between her fingers and pops it into her mouth. “He’s the tall, dark, and enigmatic type. Definitely a workaholic. Has been for years, even before he took over from his dad.”

“Did you know his dad?”

Sophie’s nose wrinkles. “Unfortunately. Let’s just say he wasn’t the nicest of human beings.”

“Clearly, if the insider trading is anything to go by.” A few of the articles I found during my research centered on the previous CEO’s arrest and subsequent eight-year conviction.

“It wasn’t just that.” She scans the surrounding tables, then leans in and lowers her voice. “He was a serial womanizer.”

My brows rise. “Really?”

“Rumor has it,” she says, edging in even closer, “that one of the requirements to work for him was that you had to look like a model.”

I pull a face. “Charming.”

“Uh-huh. He was a real creep. I think we were all glad when he got arrested.”

Doubt sparks to life in my chest. “His sons aren’t like that, are they?”

“Definitely not. Well…” She nibbles her bottom lip. “Cole and Tate were certainly with plenty of gorgeous women before they met their partners. But never in a sleazy way like their dad.”

Though I feel a little guilty for indulging in gossip, her omission piques my curiosity. After working for Geoff, I’d like to know what to expect.

“What about Roman?”

Sophie squints, tapping her finger against her chin. “I don’t think so. Lena’s not the kind of woman who would’ve put up with being hit on in the workplace. And I’ve never heard rumors about him and lots of women. As aloof as he is, he comes across more like a monk than a playboy. Then again, he married an employee, so I guess that means he doesn’t have an issue with workplace fraternization.”

My mind spins. “He’s married?” I don’t remember any mention of a wife in my research, and I swear he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring this morning.

“It was years ago, before I worked here. Apparently, they divorced after six months or so.” She presses her lips together. “I met her once when she stopped in a few years ago for some reason or other, and I really don’t know what he saw in her. She’s drop-dead gorgeous, of course, but she seemed like a grade A bi—” She straightens and scans our surroundings again. “You know what I mean.”

“Wow.” Six months? What ended it so quickly? Did he cheat on her? Marry her just because she was beautiful and then get bored? The thought that he might be the type of man to only care about what a woman looks like sends a faint flicker of disappointment through me.

Obviously, I barely know the guy, but I didn’t get that vibe from him. Not that it matters. As long as he doesn’t turn out to be like Geoff, I can handle him. “She wasn’t his assistant, was she?”

She shakes her head, and a thread of relief works its way through me.

“She was his dad’s.”
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CHAPTER NINE


ROMAN


At three p.m. on the dot—exactly when I told Chloe I wanted to go through my schedule for the rest of the week—there’s a knock on my door.

“Come in.”

Intentionally or not, I haven’t had much contact with her today. Apart from running into her outside my office, that is.

When I pulled her against me.

The move wasn’t deliberate, but the feel of her curves is stuck in my head, nonetheless. Along with her scent. Fuck. I did not need to know that she smells like a combination of vanilla and honey.

Thankfully, my late lunch with Cole and Tate was the distraction I needed. After their unwelcome curiosity this morning, I’d braced myself for an inquisition at the restaurant, but neither brought it up. Though I’m sure if I’d lingered, they would have worked their way around to it. They both enjoy attempting to rile me up a little too much for my liking. But as usual, I didn’t stick around once I’d finished my meal.

More and more, I’ve been enjoying my brothers’ company. The three of us are closer now than we have been since we were kids. Despite the scandal of Dad’s arrest, it’s what drew us back together. Lately, though, both have shifted their focus. They’re just as likely to talk about their women and the imminent arrival of Cole’s daughter as they are to talk business. Those aren’t topics I have much interest in, and I have nothing to contribute, so, over their protests, I left them to it.

Right now, though, my focus is on Chloe as she steps into my office, her gaze immediately finding me at my desk. “Good afternoon, Mr. King.”

It’s impossible to ignore how attractive she is. My fingers twitch as, for a split second, my imagination runs wild, and I picture what it would be like to tangle them in her hair and tug just enough to make her lips part on a gasp.

Heat flashes up my spine as the image invades my mind, sending a heady rush of arousal through my veins. Curling my hands into fists, I slam that mental door shut.

“Sit down, Miss Callahan,” I say, my tone a little too harsh.

Without hesitation, and without looking even the slightest bit nervous, she sinks gracefully into the chair on the other side of my desk and balances her tablet on her knees. Either she’s unusually composed or better at hiding her nerves than most.

She squares her shoulders, as if she’s preparing to meet any challenge I might throw at her. She’s confident, I’ll give her that—far more than I’d expect from someone her age. Twenty-four. Almost fifteen years younger than me.

Not that the difference in our ages has a bearing on anything.

“I’ve had a look at your schedule for the upcoming week, and I have some suggestions,” she starts. “Would you like me to run through them with you now, or is there something else you’d like to discuss first?”

I incline my head. “You can start with the schedule.”

Nodding, she pushes her moonlit-blond hair behind her ear, revealing the slender column of her throat.

“You have back-to-back meetings tomorrow morning. I propose moving your call with the Tokyo office to Wednesday when you have more flexibility—some, anyway.”

Her eyes meet mine briefly before she quickly looks back at her screen. The first sign of nervousness I’ve seen from her since she came in. I can’t stop the corners of my mouth from quirking.

“You have a board meeting Thursday morning, so I’ve penciled in a prep session for Wednesday afternoon. I’ve also spoken to Sophie about moving the marketing presentation with Tate to Friday. She confirmed that the change won’t impact their timeline, and it means you can attend without being rushed to leave for other engagements.”

She glances up at me again, this time for longer, as if waiting for acknowledgment. I nod and leave it at that. When she realizes that’s all she’ll get from me, she wets her lips and looks down again, the faintest pink hue tinting the apples of her cheeks. Fuck if I know why, but I like that she’s not as composed as she’s trying to appear.

“Uh… as you requested, I organized a planning session with David for tomorrow afternoon. His schedule is flexible if that time doesn’t work for you.”

This time I grunt my response, my eyes narrowing. Did he flirt with her? Knowing him, I wouldn’t be surprised. The thought grates on my nerves, though I can’t say why.

“And finally,” she continues. “I confirmed your RSVP for the charity event on Friday evening. I’ve blocked out an hour that afternoon so you can prepare or unwind before the event.” Those pretty ocean eyes meet mine again. “If you’re happy with the suggested changes, I can go ahead and confirm.”

Holding her gaze, I rub my lower lip with my thumb. She’s done a good job. Considering I’ve given her barely any information to work with, it’s impressive. Her suggestions are similar to what I might have expected from Lena, except for one thing.

“That’s fine, Miss Callahan. But unblock Friday afternoon. I have better things to do than waste time unwinding. It’s business, not a party, whatever anyone else may think.”

She blinks. “Okay. I just thought since your week is so busy, you could use some time to⁠—”

“If I want some time to relax, I’ll tell you.”

She presses her lips together, likely annoyed by my brusque words. I don’t bother to apologize. If she has a problem with my tone, then this is not the right job for her. Better she finds that out now when she still has time to back out.

“Of course, Mr. King.” Her smile is tight around the edges.

“Anything else?”

She looks back at her screen, and for just a moment, not having her eyes on me feels… noticeable. Like a fleeting shadow when the sun dips behind a cloud.

“You had a lunch meeting with Mr. Sato from Sakamoto Investments scheduled for Tuesday next week, but he has to take a later flight and can’t make that time any longer. He’s requested a dinner meeting instead.”

I suppress a frown. I don’t enjoy dinner meetings, though I suppose lunch meetings aren’t much better. Dad thrived on the socializing aspects of the business—the expensive alcohol, the expensive women.

Meetings like that are less about legitimate deals and more about quid pro quo. I’d much rather sit across a boardroom table and hammer out an agreement without the pretense of enjoying the company of other rich, egotistical assholes.

But in this line of work, there’s no choice.

“Fine. Make an appointment at Magnolia’s for seven p.m. Make sure it’s a quiet table away from the main dining area.”

She taps at the tablet. “Yes, sir. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“That’s all for now.”

As she stands, I force my focus to stay on her face rather than drift over her. It takes more effort than it should.

She takes one step toward the door, then stops and turns. “Mr. King?”

I lean back in my chair, brows lifting.

Her tongue darts out and wets her lips, but her eyes are fixed on mine. “Have you had a chance to consider your position on whether I can do this job to your satisfaction?”

I take my time formulating my reply. I can’t deny that she’s done well. If she were anyone else, I’d be more than happy with how quickly she’s picked up on my priorities and requirements.

But that’s not the issue. Despite how competent she is, part of me still wants to tell her not to come back tomorrow. If Dad were sitting here, he wouldn’t hesitate to hire her. And the thought that I might be anything like him turns my stomach.

As if on cue, my brothers’ words from this morning come back to haunt me. If I let her go, she could end up working for someone just like my father. Plenty of men would take one look at her and make it their goal to see just how personal of an assistant she might be.

I can’t deny that I’m attracted to her. But I have more than enough willpower to ignore it. To treat her as any other employee, regardless of how pretty she is. Or how good she smells. Where Dad lacked control, I’ve made it my strength. By now, that difference should be clear to everyone.

She continues to watch me, shifting on her feet. Her expression betrays her again. Defiance blooms in her eyes, and her delicate jaw tightens. Planting a hand on her hip, she leans forward. “I’d like to think I’ve done a good job today, Mr. King. No, I know I did a good job. And with very little input from you, I might add. It isn’t fair of you to disregard my abilities because of my age. I might be younger than your other assistants, but Lena hired me for a reason. If you can’t see past the superficial and acknowledge that I can do this job well, then…” Huffing out a breath, she draws herself up. “Then that’s your loss.”

I shouldn’t like the way her feistiness bleeds through the calm, professional mask she’s worn most of the day. Calm and professional are two of the most important attributes I want in an assistant. And yet watching her real personality break through the veneer sends an unexpected jolt through my chest—a sensation I haven’t experienced in far too long.

I don’t let my reaction show, though. Instead, I straighten and steeple my fingers on my desk. “You can relax, Miss Callahan. You did a decent job today, and you can stay in the position.”

Her lips part. “I—I can?”

I nod, watching the emotions play across her face.

She finally lands on embarrassment, a flush spreading across the high arches of her cheekbones. After a deep breath, she says, “I apologize for my outburst. I was⁠—”

I raise my hand to stop her. “That’s fine. But I do expect you to remain professional at all times going forward. You’re representing the King Group now. You’re representing me. Please remember that.”

She slants her head, her mouth pursing for a moment before her expression smooths into that familiar professional mask. “Yes, of course, Mr. King.”

I run my tongue over my front teeth in an effort to conceal my amusement. “That will be all.”

She turns to leave, and I try like hell to make sure my eyes don’t drop to her ass as she walks away.

When her fingers touch the door handle, she pauses and turns. “Thank you,” she says, her tone threaded with a vulnerability that hints at something more than simple gratitude.

A spark of curiosity ignites as I study her. She’s shown me nothing but determination all day, yet suddenly, I’ve gotten another glimpse of a fragile side hidden beneath. What’s going on behind those pretty eyes?

It doesn’t matter. Internally, I reinforce my walls. Professional distance dictates no crossing personal lines. Any curiosity I have about my new assistant will have to remain unsatisfied.

I give a brief nod, then watch as she slips out the door. Once she’s gone, I roll my heavy silver pen between my fingers, allowing myself one more moment to question my decision. Then I put any lingering doubt out of my mind.

Controlling myself around beautiful women has never been difficult. Why would that change now? I won’t be tempted to screw her like Dad would, and unlike my brothers, I definitely won’t fall in love.

Satisfied that I’ve made the right call, I focus on my computer and return to work.
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CHAPTER TEN


CHLOE


I’m typing up meeting notes when Roman’s office door flies open. He stands there, one hand braced against the doorframe, and pins me with his gaze. “Can you join me, Miss Callahan?”

In the three days I’ve worked for Roman, I’ve learned a lot about him. Already, I’ve become familiar with his likes and dislikes, as well as his habits. He enjoys his coffee extra hot, with just a hint of cream. He wants all the daily newspapers folded and on his desk first thing in the morning. He doesn’t like people who waste his time, and he doesn’t suffer fools lightly. And for some reason, he prefers to call me to his office in person rather than use the intercom.

“Coming.” I stand, gathering my notebook and pen before entering his domain. He’s not wearing his suit jacket, making it difficult for me to avoid admiring the way his broad shoulders narrow to a trim waist as he returns to his desk. He must work out, yet with the number of hours he puts in here, I can’t imagine when.

Last night and the night before, he was still working when he insisted I leave for the day. I was surprised, considering what Lena said about having to work long hours. I’ve still returned home later than when I worked for Geoff, but my former boss left at five p.m. on the dot every day, so that’s hardly a surprise. So far, though, I’ve been home in time to make dinner for Dad both nights.

I don’t know how long Roman stayed after I left. He just walked out of his office, checked his watch, and told me to head home. The first day, I was too distracted by the way his sleeves were rolled up, exposing his forearms and the muscles that flexed as he checked the time, to ask questions. The unexpected sight left me strangely flustered, which is ridiculous, because I’ve seen plenty of forearms in my life, and none of them made my stomach flutter like that.

In fact, I can’t remember the last time any man gave me that feeling.

What makes the response even more ridiculous is that he’s been nothing but aloof since I started here. Honestly, that’s fine with me. I don’t need a boss who’s warm and fuzzy. Even if it would be nice to get a smile or a word of praise every now and then. It’s hard to believe we’re developing a rapport when those icy eyes seem to stare straight through me.

Still, once in a while, something unreadable flashes in them—so brief I can’t tell if it’s approval or something else. I’d like to believe he appreciates my work, even if he doesn’t say it outright.

I sit on one of the chairs in front of his desk and cross my legs. As I glance up, Roman’s gaze seems momentarily fixed on where my skirt has ridden up slightly. But before I can fully register it, his focus is back on his computer screen. It happened so fast, I wonder if I’m imagining things.

I’m even less sure what I saw was real when he speaks and his voice is as smooth and unaffected as ever. Even if he did notice my inadvertent flash of skin, it probably didn’t even register on his distraction scale.

“I need you to attend the meeting at Haverscombe Industries with me this morning.”

“Of course.” I hold my pen poised over my notebook. “Do you want me there to take notes only, or is there something else you need from me?”

“I’ll need detailed notes, but I also want you to compare his proposal with what we’ve agreed upon internally. Roger Haverscombe is a slick bastard. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tries to slip something past us.”

“Haverscombe.” Biting the end of my pen, I sift through everything I’ve absorbed over the last few days and the conversations I’ve had with Sophie about ongoing projects. “The plan is for them to work with us on the construction of the InnovaCore Energy headquarters building at Hudson Yards, right?”

Roman’s mouth tilts—just barely—in what might be the closest thing I’ve seen to a smile since I started working for him. “That’s right.”

I blink, momentarily caught off guard. He’s ridiculously handsome at the best of times, but with the slight softening of his usual stern expression, he’s beautiful.

My heart gives a little stutter, and I clear my throat, dragging my focus back where it belongs. Developing even a mild crush on my boss is a complication I don’t need. “What time will we need to leave for the meeting?”

“Eleven. We’ll take my car. Make sure you’re not just familiar with the project details, but also with the potential challenges and questions we might need to address during the meeting.”

Without thinking, I let out a small, disbelieving snort, then instantly wince.

His dark brows arch. “Did I say something amusing, Miss Callahan?”

I swallow hard. “Not amusing, no. It’s just… in my previous position, I wasn’t exactly encouraged to have more than a surface-level understanding of project details before meetings.” Even Geoff Sr. didn’t take full advantage of my willingness to go beyond the basics. I was often used as little more than a glorified secretary, despite my efforts to learn everything I could.

Something sharp glitters in his eyes, there and gone in an instant. But all he says is “That’s a shame.”

His tone doesn’t give much away, but there’s something about the way he says it—almost as if he’s irritated on my behalf. The thought sends a lick of warmth through me. Before it has a chance to grow into something more, I rise, clutching my notebook. “Is there anything else, Mr. King?”

His full focus is on me as I stand in front of him, and for some ridiculous reason, the intensity of it makes my nipples tighten beneath my blouse.

Heat creeps up my face. I can’t exactly look down to check whether my reaction is noticeable, and crossing my arms over my chest would only draw more attention.

Roman’s gaze flickers down, his eyes narrowing, and my traitorous nipples tighten even more—as if to make absolutely sure he can’t miss them. The strong column of his throat works as he swallows, then he gives an abrupt shake of his head. “Nothing else. Just be ready to leave at eleven.”

I whirl away, relief sweeping through me. But as I exit the room, I swear I can still feel the weight of his stare on my back.

It’s enough to send a rush of heat through my veins. So much so that when I pull the door closed behind me, I let out a shuddery breath and fan my cheeks. After a few steadying breaths, I do my best to shake off my reaction and focus on preparing for the meeting ahead.

An hour later, I have my tote over my shoulder with my tablet tucked inside, and I’m standing next to Roman in the elevator. The whole ride down to the foyer, I fight the urge to breathe in his soap and citrus scent. Even in my heels, the top of my head only just reaches his shoulder, the sheer bulk of him making it impossible to ignore how imposing he is.

And how attractive.

As we descend, more people crowd into the elevator, forcing us to step back until we’re pressed against the rear wall and the left side of my body is flush against the hard line of his.

I peek up at him, catching the subtle twitch of a muscle in his sharply defined jaw. He doesn’t look happy about being so tightly packed in the tiny stainless-steel box. Not that I can blame him, I’m starting to get a little claustrophobic myself. Elevators don’t typically bother me, but when they start to feel too confined, I get… antsy.

Thankfully, in a matter of minutes, people start to filter out, and by the time we reach the foyer, there are only half a dozen passengers. As the doors open, Roman’s palm lands briefly against the small of my back, the unexpected heat of it seeping through my blouse and sending my pulse skittering.

He drops it as soon as we’re out of the confined space and strides briskly ahead. I quicken my pace, doing my best to keep up with his. Fortunately, when he glances back and sees me lagging behind him, he slows so I can keep up.

“Thank you.” I smile up at him.

He slants me a look and gives me a terse nod before facing straight ahead again. I resist the increasingly familiar urge to roll my eyes. He’s as charming as ever.

Outside, a sleek black town car idles at the curb. When the man hovering next to it sees us coming, he opens the back door. “Good morning, Mr. King. Miss.” He smiles at me.

“Phillip, this is my new assistant. Miss Callahan.”

“Chloe,” I say, holding out my hand.

He shakes it. “Nice to meet you, Chloe.”

Roman’s low grumble interrupts. “Okay, that’s enough chitchat.”

Phillip gives me a wink and a mischievous grin as I slide into the back seat. Roman gets in next to me, his large form dominating the space, making the air inside the car feel a little short of oxygen.

I do my best to focus on why I’m here. “What’s your main goal for the meeting?”

He glances up from his phone. “At this stage, it’s an initial meeting to go over the proposed terms for contracting Haverscombe Industries to oversee the InnovaCore project.”

Recalling the concerns he mentioned earlier, I ask, “But you’re not sure?”

He nods slowly. “My father dealt with Haverscombe quite a bit. I want to meet with him face-to-face before signing anything.” His gaze lingers on my face, long enough to set off a flutter in my stomach.

I wet my lips, and Roman’s eyes flare briefly before his expression shutters. “It’s a fifteen-minute drive. Read up on our past contracts with Haverscombe before we get there.”

With a nod, I pull out my tablet. But the entire drive is a battle against distraction. Every time he shifts in his seat or his arm grazes mine, tiny prickles of electricity dance over my skin. I take a deep breath, hoping to center myself, but it backfires as my nose fills with the crisply masculine scent of his cologne. Exhaling slowly, I force my attention back to the information on my screen and away from how mouthwatering he smells.

By the time we arrive at the Haverscombe Industries office building, I’ve refocused. Roman stays close as we move through the hallways, his body angled just slightly behind mine in a way that feels… protective. Which doesn’t make sense. What reason would he have to feel protective of me?

Finally, we reach a glass-walled meeting room filled mostly with middle-aged men, and he ushers me inside. There are two empty seats side by side, so I sit in one and Roman takes the other.

As I settle in, placing my tablet on the table, I do my best to ignore the way several of the men are eyeing me. It’s the same way Geoff used to look at me. A sly kind of knowing look that is, unfortunately, far too common among men like these.

I shift in my seat, tucking my hair behind my ears.

Beside me, Roman makes a noise low in his throat. When I glance up, his jaw is set, and his sharp gaze moves deliberately from one man to the next. His expression all but screams don’t mess with me. I may have only worked for him for a few days, but I’ve never felt anything close to wary in his presence. The look he’s giving them now, though, would be enough to make anyone nervous.

The way they quickly shift their attention from me to him eases tension in my shoulders I didn’t even realize was there.

“Are you going to introduce us to the lovely lady, Roman?” the man seated opposite asks. If my research is correct, he’s Roger Haverscombe, the owner of the company.

“My assistant, Miss Callahan.” Roman’s clipped tone leaves no room for further questions.

“Nice to meet you… Miss Callahan.” Haverscombe’s oily smile dips toward my chest, sending an unpleasant shiver down my spine.

I pull my shoulders back. “You too, Mr. Haverscombe.” Despite the distaste crawling through me, I don’t look away. Roman needs an assistant who can hold her ground with men like this, so that’s exactly what I’ll do. If I could remain professional during the six months I dealt with Geoff’s wandering eyes and thinly veiled innuendos, I can certainly handle this.

“Now that introductions are out of the way,” Roman says, a bite in his voice. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

For the next hour, the men debate terms and conditions for the proposed partnership. I do my best to keep up with the rapid back-and-forth, typing quickly and noting areas where Roman might want to investigate further before making a decision. This is definitely more intense than the meetings I attended in my previous position, and the numbers being thrown around are far beyond anything I’ve dealt with before. But I push aside thoughts of the astronomical amounts and rely on common sense, along with what I’ve read in the files, to discern what’s critical.

Finally, Roman clears his throat, drawing the attention of everyone at the table. “I think we have enough to make a decision,” he states. “I’ll discuss this with my COO, and we’ll get back to you early next week.”

Haverscombe frowns. “Your father would have made a decision on the spot.”

“My father and I do business very differently. You should be aware of that by now.” Roman stands, his eyes locking with mine. “Are you ready, Miss Callahan?”

I follow his lead, tucking my tablet into my bag. He holds out his arm, gesturing for me to go ahead. As I pass him, my shoulder brushes his chest, the contact enough to remind me of the firm muscles beneath his beautifully fitted suit.

Roger Haverscombe rises too, his expression tight with irritation. “I thought we’d reach an agreement today. You don’t strike me as the nervous sort.”

He’s obviously trying to provoke Roman, but my boss barely spares him a second look. “This isn’t the old boys’ club anymore. We’ll accept the partnership only if it benefits the King Group. If you have a problem with that, let me know now and save us all a lot of wasted time.”

Anger flashes in Roger’s eyes, but he quickly forces a smile. “Of course.” He steps forward, offering his hand to shake, and Roman accepts it.

Standing slightly behind them, I’m close enough to catch Roger’s words as he leans in.

“Looks like you’re not so different from your father after all.” He darts a glance my way, then adds with a wink. “Young and sweet. You’ll have to tell me where I can find an assistant like that.”

I stiffen at the insinuation, heat rising in my cheeks. Roman’s posture remains outwardly composed, but the wave of tension that rolls off him is impossible to miss. My breath catches. Roger, apparently oblivious to the danger he’s courting, keeps that slimy grin plastered across his face.

Roman leans in, looming over the shorter man while still gripping his hand. Roger’s smirk falters, a flicker of discomfort crossing his face at what must be a sudden increase in pressure.

“Nothing about me is the same as my father.” Roman’s voice is low and cutting. “If you think otherwise and you’re still happy to do business with me, it only makes me question this partnership.”

My heart pounds as the tension thickens, the two men locked in a silent standoff while Roger’s expression grows increasingly strained.

Dammit. What should I do? An irrational urge hits me—to place my hand on Roman’s back, to slide it over the taut line of his spine and ease the tension flowing through him. But not only would he hate it, it would be highly unprofessional, only lending weight to Roger’s insinuation.

Instead, I take a steadying breath and, keeping my voice calm, say, “Mr. King, if we don’t want to be late for your next meeting, we need to leave now.”

My words break the deadlock. Roger seizes the excuse to look away, and Roman releases his grip, stepping back. He acknowledges me with a brief nod before turning back to Roger. “We’ll be in touch.”

Roger’s tight jaw is the only visible sign of his anger. “Of course. We look forward to hearing from you. And”—his nostrils flare—“I apologize if I’ve offended anyone. Haverscombe Industries is, as always, eager to work with the King Group.” The last bit sounds a little forced.

Roman doesn’t bother to respond. He merely turns and gestures for me to lead the way out.

Our return to the car is silent. It’s only once we’re inside and on our way back to King Plaza that I speak up. “Should I schedule a session with Cole so you can discuss the meeting? I’ll have my notes typed up by this afternoon.”

He shifts his focus from the window to me. “No need. We won’t be proceeding with the deal. Set up a meeting with Wright Construction for next week. I think they’ll be a better fit for this project.”

I blink. “You’re not even going to discuss it with your brother?”

“I’m the CEO, Miss Callahan. I’ve determined that Haverscombe Industries isn’t the right company to partner with. Do you have a problem with that?” Despite his words, there’s no hard edge to his tone.

“Of course not, sir.” But worry eats at me anyway. Surely he won’t torpedo this deal just because of what Roger said. It’s not the first time I’ve heard those kinds of sly comments, particularly after Geoff Jr. took over at Talon. It’s an unfortunate truth, but a lot of the men who rise to the top at these kinds of companies seem to be misogynistic assholes. I don’t doubt that Roman has more integrity, but still, I would never have expected him to react the way he did to Roger’s suggestion. I’m torn between relief that he’s not the type of man to laugh it off and concern that my presence may have lost the King Group a good opportunity.

“What’s wrong?” His voice cuts through my thoughts. His head tilts slightly, his cool gaze drifting over my face.

I shake my head. “Nothing.”

One dark brow twitches up. “The way you’re biting your lip says otherwise.”

Realizing my bottom lip is pinched between my teeth, I let it go, running the tip of my tongue over it to ease the sting.

Roman tracks the movement, pale gray eyes darkening to steel. “What’s bothering you, Miss Callahan?” he asks again.

The lower pitch of his voice makes my pulse stumble. God. Why does he have to be so attractive? I shouldn’t be having a physical reaction to the way my boss says my name.

There’s no point in continuing to deny my concern, so I straighten and force myself to hold his stare. “I’m worried that me being at the meeting today caused a problem.”

His expression remains inscrutable. “Why would you think that?”

I let out a breath, wishing he wouldn’t make me spell it out. “What Mr. Haverscombe said at the end seemed to upset you. And I’m worried that’s why you’ve decided against working with his company.”

“You’re not the problem. Roger Haverscombe is one of my father’s old cronies. I’d hoped he’d figured out by now that the way the King Group operates has changed over the last few years. But he just proved his behavior doesn’t align with what we expect from our partners.”

“Of course,” I murmur. I should have realized he’d have his own reasons for backing out that have nothing to do with me.

His lips tilt into that almost smile of his. “Do you think I’m the kind of man who’d tank a good deal solely to defend a woman’s honor?”

His tone, combined with the glint in his eyes, sends irritation prickling over my skin. “Do you think I’m the kind of woman who needs a man to defend her honor?”

“I think you’re the kind of woman who accepts less than she deserves.”

The words barely leave his mouth before his face shutters, as though he regrets saying them.

I should let it go, steer the conversation somewhere less personal. But the presumptuousness of his comment, along with curiosity about how he could possibly have formed that opinion, has me in its grip. “What would make you say that?”

He studies me for a long beat, his ever-present unreadable expression firmly in place. “You weren’t wrong when you said you could handle this job. So why didn’t you move on from the two-bit operation you were working for long before they laid you off?”

I blink at him, surprised by the response. “B-because it was a decent job. And stable. At least… it was.”

“And stability is important to you?”

“Isn’t it to everyone?”

He snorts. “Do you think the King Group got to the top by playing it safe? You have to take risks to achieve what you want.”

“Not everyone wants to be a billionaire,” I fire back.

He raises an eyebrow, one corner of his mouth twitching in what I think passes as amusement for him. “Maybe not. I’m sure most people would be happy with being a millionaire.”

His words set me off. Maybe because I’m still tense from the meeting with Haverscombe. Or maybe it’s the unnerving way my body reacts to his proximity. Either way, the temptation to argue with him is hard to resist. Obviously, I understand the importance of money. And god, yes, I wish I had enough to pay for the treatment Dad needs. But there’s so much more to life than just money. “Being rich isn’t everything. It doesn’t guarantee happiness.”

Surprisingly, his expression doesn’t change. If he’s annoyed that his assistant is arguing with him, he doesn’t show it. “Money gives you power and freedom. What else does anyone need?”

I shouldn’t continue pushing the issue, but something inside me balks at the idea of letting that pass. “How about love, family, good health?”

He huffs out a short laugh. “Only one of those things is a requirement for a successful life.”

I shake my head. “I’m talking about a happy life, not a successful life.”

“And are you happy, Miss Callahan?”

I press my lips together, suddenly wishing I hadn’t gone down this path with him. “I have all of those things,” I say stiffly. After all, my health isn’t the issue.

He studies me a little too intently. “That’s not what I asked.”

I’m saved from coming up with a reply when his phone rings. He answers it and, without a second glance at me, launches into a work-related conversation. From what I can gather, he’s speaking to one of his brothers.

With a sigh, I sink back into the plush leather of my seat and look out the window. What the hell has gotten into me? Not once in the three years that I worked at Talon did I have a conversation with either of the Geoffs where I basically criticized their life choices. It’s way beyond my job description. Doing it with Roman, a man who’s already proven he’s willing to let me go if I don’t live up to his expectations, is playing with fire.

I stare out the window. From now on I’ll remain polite and professional at all times. And I definitely won’t let my infuriating, gorgeous boss get me worked up again.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHLOE


“Ihave the results of your latest tests, Mr. Callahan.”

Dr. Clarke looks at us over the tops of his glasses.

“There’s been some minor joint deterioration, but overall, the progress of the disease isn’t accelerating. How are you feeling?”

Miraculously—especially after I let my temper slip past my professional façade—I made it through my first week as Roman’s assistant without getting fired. It’s not like me to behave that way. But around him, I can’t seem to help it. The simmering tension, which I’ve decided is irritation at his cynical aloofness, keeps getting the best of me.

I’ll have to celebrate staying employed later, though. Right now, my focus is on what Dad’s rheumatologist has to say. Dad sees him every two months while they work to stabilize his condition.

“Managing,” Dad says. He’s never particularly talkative during these appointments. I know it’s frustrating for him, but downplaying his pain won’t help. He knows that, but he’s stubborn, so I’m the one who has to give the doctor the complete truth.

“Dad’s still experiencing a lot of pain and swelling,” I say. “And his fatigue can be quite bad at times.”

Dr. Clarke nods. “Unfortunately, fatigue is one of the hallmarks of rheumatoid arthritis.” He looks at Dad. “Have you had any recent flare-ups?”

“Some.”

“He’s had several flare-ups in the last couple of months.” I side-eye my dad. “They’re rough. Even getting out of bed can be hard for him some days. I’ve been logging the symptoms and when they occur.” I slide a notebook over the desk.

With a nod, Dr. Clarke picks it up. “That’s common. The inflammation during acute periods of increased disease activity affects not just the joints but overall well-being.” He flips through the pages of notes I’ve taken. “This is helpful, Chloe.”

Turning to his computer, he taps away for a moment. “Given the frequency of flare-ups and the lack of response to the current medication, I think it’s time we consider biologic treatments. I think Rituximab will be the best option. It targets the inflammation directly and is relatively successful in reducing pain, slowing disease progression, and limiting potential joint deformity.”

“Are there any side effects?” I ask.

“How much does it cost?” Dad speaks at the same time.

Frowning, Dr. Clarke assesses Dad, then focuses on me. “There’s a risk of increased infection among other things, but the potential benefits are considerable. We would of course monitor everything closely.”

“And the cost?” Dad asks again, his tone brusque. When I look at him, though, his eyes shine with worry, not annoyance. It’s warranted. A new treatment could make a world of difference, but whether we can afford the price tag is another issue.

Dr. Clarke taps his pen on his desk. “Rituximab is typically administered via infusion, which does mean that it’s more expensive upfront. Each infusion can range from five to ten thousand dollars, and you’ll likely have your first and second doses within two weeks of one another. If you respond well, you’ll receive a maintenance dose every six months.”

Dad shakes his head. “No.” He turns to me. “That’s too expensive.”

“Before you decide,” Dr. Clarke says, his voice soothing. “We can look into applying for patient assistance programs that the manufacturer offers to reduce the cost.”

If this is Dad’s best chance at improvement, I’ll find a way to make it work. “My new job pays better. That’ll help.”

“You shouldn’t have to worry about this.” Dad’s mouth is pulled down at the corners. “Or worse, spend all your savings. You should be using your money to go out and have fun, not look after me.”

Gently, I lay my hand over his swollen fingers. “There’s nothing else I’d rather spend my money on,” I tell him. “We’ll figure this out. And once you’re well enough to paint again, I’ll make all the frivolous purchases you want.” I keep my tone light and give him a bright smile.

He shakes his head, though his lips twitch upward. That expression reminds me of what we’re fighting for. Dad would be so much happier if he could pick up a brush and paint the way he used to. Right now, the pain in his fingers is too acute to allow him to hold one for longer than a few minutes at a time.

“I can help you apply for the patient assistance programs,” Dr. Clarke says. “There’s a fair bit of paperwork involved, but it should make it a little more affordable.”

“That would be wonderful,” I say. “I’m happy to do whatever it takes.”

“Do you have any other questions for me today?” he asks.

“How long will it be before we can get in for the first infusion?”

“If we can submit the documentation fairly quickly, I’d guess about six weeks.”

I smile at Dad, and when he gives me a crooked grin in response, my chest expands. Though there’s still a shadow of worry in his eyes, I can’t help but feel hopeful.

“Okay.” Dr. Clarke clasps his hands together on his desk. “I’ll get my receptionist to email you a list of what we need for the paperwork and then we can go from there.”

As we leave the office, I hold Dad’s arm, helping him walk slowly and carefully to the waiting Uber. My heart feels lighter than it has in months. “Do you want to stay out for a bit, or would you rather head straight home?”

He looks up at the blue sky. “It might be nice to spend some time outside.”

“How about we go to Central Park and sit in the sun for a while, then?”

Half an hour later, we’re sitting on a bench eating ice cream. Dad’s eyes are fixed on a small group of young adults set up on the grass in front of us, using watercolor paints to capture the beauty of the park.

For a moment, I take in his longing expression. “Are you okay?”

The sigh he lets out is hard to interpret. “I’m good, it’s nice to be out with you. It seems like years since we sat and ate ice cream together.”

“It probably has been years.” A sliver of guilt pierces me. I’ve been so focused on working hard and making sure Dad’s taken care of that I’ve forgotten to make sure he enjoys himself too. “We’ll get out more, okay?”

“You already work so hard,” he says, carefully adjusting his stiff grip on the cone to keep it steady.

The small, deliberate motion tugs at my heart. “Hanging out with you isn’t work, Dad.”

“I know. But you have a lot on your mind, love. I just wish you spent more time with your friends.”

“Lola’s a bit busy right now,” I say with a laugh.

“What about other friends, then? Maybe a boy?”

I spin to face him, noting his fake innocent expression.

“Are you asking me if I have a boyfriend?”

“You’re twenty-four. You should be out meeting boys. When’s the last time you went on a date?”

I nudge his shoulder. “First of all, I’m too old to be dating boys. And maybe it’s been a while since I’ve been on a date, but that’s not because of you. The dating scene in New York is rough. It’s hard to meet nice guys. Remember the one who took me to that really fancy restaurant but then conveniently forgot his wallet?”

Dad grunts, his eyes narrowing. “I remember. I would have kicked his ass if he’d actually done the decent thing and escorted you home.”

I don’t bother mentioning that he isn’t in much of a state to kick anyone’s ass at the moment. No doubt he would have tried anyway. “Believe me, I was happy to leave him at the restaurant and come home on my own.”

“Hmm,” he says. “So no one’s taken your fancy lately?”

For a split second, a pair of pale gray eyes flashes through my mind, followed by lips that look soft and hard at the same time, but I quickly shake it off and go for flippant. “Trying to marry me off?”

He looks away, back at the painters. “Maybe I want someone to look after you for once.”

The sting in my chest is so sharp, my breath catches. “Dad⁠—”

He raises one hand, the sight of his red, swollen knuckles only making the pain behind my sternum throb more. “Don’t argue. You’ve been looking after me since your mom left. You shouldn’t have had to do that then. You shouldn’t have to do it now.”

“I didn’t have to look after you.” I shift to face him. “You’re my dad. I wanted to.”

He sighs, seeming to shrink in front of me. “You were just a kid. I should have been the one looking after you. Instead, I closed myself up in my studio with my paintings and pretended everything was okay. And now, when you should be out living your life, you’re still looking after me.”

Resting my head on his shoulder, I take in the happy people filling the park. “Looking after you will never be a chore.”

He slowly lifts his arm around me, and I ease against his side gently. For a moment, I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth and the sense of protection. Before Mom left, she was never keen on having me around, so I’d spend hours curled up in a chair in the corner of Dad’s studio watching him paint. He’d talk me through what he was doing and tell me stories about famous artists and paintings. And when I asked him to teach me how to paint, he never complained that I was getting in the way. He just set up a small easel and a canvas next to his so we could paint side by side.

At one stage, I thought that was my future. That I’d be an artist just like him. But things don’t always turn out the way we hope. It’s been a long time since I’ve even had the motivation to paint. Maybe one day, I’ll pick it up again as a hobby, but what I have now is better than that old dream, anyway—a good job, with great pay.

And this new position is so much more than just a job. It’s how I’ll afford the treatments Dad needs to get better. Which means I have to make it work, no matter what. No missteps, no slip-ups.

I’ll be the perfect assistant.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


ROMAN


The discussion I’m having with Cole and Tate about EcoTech’s quarterly projections and how they’ll affect our acquisition bid is interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Come in,” I call, already knowing who it will be.

Chloe steps in, carrying a bag full of takeout containers. The name of one of the restaurants that supplies us with lunches is printed on the side.

As she approaches, she gives me the perfectly polite, perfectly professional smile she always does. The one that’s begun to grate on me. Because, as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve started to wonder what it would be like if she gave me a genuine, full-fledged smile. One that would light up those too-pretty eyes of hers. And wondering what my assistant would look like if she smiled at me as if she were more than my assistant brings me dangerously close to a slippery slope I have no desire to slide down.

“Thanks, Chloe,” Tate says as she hands him a container. Cole echoes the sentiment when she passes the second over. When she reaches me, I take the box, my fingers brushing the tips of hers. “Thank you, Miss Callahan.”

“Is there anything else you need while I’m here?” she asks.

“That’s all. Feel free to take your lunch now.”

“Sophie should be about ready for hers too if you’re planning to meet up,” Tate says, earning himself a significantly brighter smile than I received.

I force my jaw to unclench. It doesn’t matter if she graces both of my brothers with more warmth than she gives me. How much she smiles and at whom has absolutely no bearing on her role as my assistant.

After she leaves, we dig into our food, and the room goes quiet.

Unfortunately, when Cole finally breaks the silence, he steers the conversation away from EcoTech. “How are things going with Chloe? I haven’t heard any complaints from you, so I assume she’s doing a good job.”

Chloe is the last thing I want to talk about. Shoulders knotting, I stab a fork into my lunch. “She’s doing fine.”

Tate chuckles, his golden-brown eyes creasing at the corners. “Don’t go overboard with the praise.”

“What’s with the whole, Miss Callahan, thing?” Cole interjects. “You never called Lena by her last name.”

I glare at them both. “Is the way I refer to my assistant really relevant to this discussion?”

Cole arches his brows. “Since we’re discussing her, then yes, I think it is.”

“We’re not discussing her, we’re discussing EcoTech.”

“Wrong.” Tate balls up his napkin and drops it into his takeout box. “We were discussing EcoTech, now we’re discussing Chloe.”

Pushing my own container away, I pin him with a glare. “We’re not discussing her. Cole asked a question, I answered it, and now we’re moving on.”

My brothers exchange a look, and I take a deep breath to stop myself from snapping at them. They’re not to blame for my irritable mood.

Roger Haverscombe is.

After our meeting the week before last, we met with Wright Construction and offered them the contract for the InnovaCore headquarters project. Haverscombe didn’t take the news well. Normally, I wouldn’t give a flying fuck what he thought, except he’d announced the very next day that his company would also be bidding to acquire EcoTech.

“Haverscombe doesn’t have the resources to match ours,” Tate says, correctly interpreting my bad mood. “There’s no way they’ll beat our bid.”

Cole frowns. “True. But they’re more than capable of driving up the price and forcing us to pay more than the company’s market worth.”

“I’d bet that’s exactly what his goal is.” I tap my pen on my desk. With men like Roger, it’s always personal—the old boys’ club at its worst. Before our meeting, I was prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt, but then he went and proved himself to be the same kind of man as my father. That alone means I have no interest in doing business with him.

Renewed anger simmers hot in my stomach as his comment at the end of our meeting replays in my mind. The asshole blatantly suggested I was fucking Chloe—and he didn’t even have the decency to say it out of her earshot. As if he didn’t have the slightest doubt about who I was and who she was.

Surprisingly, it was anger on Chloe’s behalf that had burned through my veins first, even before my concern for how a rumor like that might affect me and the King Group.

I’m not used to thinking about other people’s feelings. Maybe I should have taken it as validation of my concerns and sent her on her way.

But I didn’t.

From the composed way she handled the situation, to the way she stood up to me in the car, her contradictions intrigue me a little too much. And if they intrigue me, they’ll be like catnip to other men.

She’s better off with me.

“Roman?” Cole’s voice interrupts my thoughts.

I jerk my head up. “Yes?”

My brothers are both watching me with furrowed brows.

Smoothing a hand down my tie, I clear my throat. “What did I miss?”

“It’s not like you to miss anything.” Cole surveys me, his expression full of a suspicious curiosity I don’t like. “Something on your mind?”

“Or someone?” Tate’s smirk speaks volumes.

“Unlike you two, I don’t let people distract me,” I snap. “The only thing on my mind is the EcoTech acquisition.”

Tate regards me, his lips pressed together. “We all understand the importance of this deal and its implications for the future of the King Group.”

“But?”

“There’s more to life than business.”

Annoyance flares. Why is everyone so interested in questioning my priorities lately? I chuckle dryly, masking my irritation. “Of course. There’s good food, good whiskey, maybe even good company.”

“You have to take a break, Roman.” Tate’s golden-brown eyes, usually so full of humor, are serious for once. “This drive to make us the best, to be the best, all the time. It’s not good for you.”

His words scrape against a nerve that’s still raw after all of these years. I don’t care about being the best, I only care about being better than Dad. But I don’t bother to tell them that. They’re too absorbed in their women to understand. They’ve drunk the Kool-Aid, believing that love is the answer to all life’s problems.

Only, love won’t remove Dad’s stain from our name and our company.

I love my brothers. Always have, even when I didn’t realize it—when our father loomed like a shadow between us, and we barely spoke. We might be united now, but I’ve never told them about Dad. They don’t know about the manipulation, about how it shaped me, or how it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth even now. And that’s how it will remain.

I plant my elbows on my knees and lean forward, my tone brooking no argument. “We need to get back to business.”

They share another one of those knowing looks that have become more frequent lately, but I ignore it like I always do. They can think whatever they want, as long as it doesn’t interfere with my priorities.

An hour later, we’re done. When I see Cole and Tate out of the office, Chloe is busy at her desk. She looks up as the three of us emerge, offering that same serene smile, a demure tilt of her pretty mouth.

I flash back to that moment after the meeting with Haverscombe, when she challenged me about the value of money, the way her cheeks flushed, and her expressive eyes turned more green than blue. I must be a masochist, because I prefer that response to the calm, professional demeanor she’s determined to present. Even though that’s what I told her I wanted.

As my brothers disappear down the hallway, Chloe studies me where I’m still lingering by the open door of my office, her head cocked and her pale blond hair cascading over one shoulder. “Is there anything I can do for you, Mr. King?”

My body tightens at the sound of those words coming from her soft pink lips, but I shut down the reaction fast. “Have you typed up the notes from the Wright meeting yet?”

“Yes. Do you want me to pull the file for you?”

“Bring it to my office please. We can go over my schedule for the rest of the week too.”

She picks up her tablet, and by the time she walks into my office, I’m back in my chair. Before I can help myself, my eyes trail down over her body, taking in her white silk blouse, hinting at lace beneath, and the navy skirt that hugs the curve of her hips, ending just above her knees.

She may not flaunt it, but she’s sexy as hell.

When I meet her gaze, her cheeks are tinted pink, making it clear she’s noticed my perusal. Rather than shy away after being caught, I steeple my fingers on my desk and maintain eye contact.

I shouldn’t do it, but as more color floods her cheeks, satisfaction surges through me. Damn it. Despite knowing I shouldn’t, I want to see her flustered again. I prefer that to the relentlessly polite mask she seems determined to maintain in my presence.

When she catches her lower lip between her teeth, I picture tugging it free with my thumb, then pressing my mouth to hers to find out what she tastes like.

“Here’s the file you wanted.” Her voice is a little huskier than usual as she leans over my desk to hand me the documents.

Her blouse gapes slightly, and I’m faced with a flash of creamy skin that sends a jolt directly to my dick. Gritting my teeth, I pull my attention away quickly. Already, I regret letting myself look at her in a way I definitely shouldn’t have. It makes it too easy to keep doing it.

Focusing on the file, I flick through it, nodding in satisfaction at the notes she’s made. “I’m happy with these. Make copies, and we’ll send everything down to Legal.”

Head lowered, she taps at her tablet. “Do you want to go over your schedule?”

I slide the file across the desk and sit back. “Yes, go ahead.”

“You have a video conference with the London office at—” Her voice cuts off, a small line forming between her brows as she stares at the screen.

“Something wrong?” I ask.

She looks up, concern shining in her eyes. “An urgent email just came through from InnovaCore regarding their headquarters at Hudson Yards. They’ve sent us a revised tenancy proposal with significant changes to the lease terms.”

Irritation grips the back of my neck, and I rock forward on my chair. “The final negotiation meeting is tomorrow. What are they asking for this late in the process?”

Eyes narrowed in concentration, she scans her tablet. “They want upgrades to the HVAC system to achieve even higher energy efficiency, rooftop solar installations, and for us to fund a joint innovation hub on-site. It would showcase sustainable urban technologies and serve as a model for future developments. They’re saying it will generate considerable attention from the public and the media.”

My annoyance spikes, and I exhale harshly. “Why now?”

“Their board approved a new corporate sustainability directive last week,” she reads from the email. “It mandates substantial upgrades in their operational infrastructure to align with newer, stricter environmental goals.”

I scrub my hand over my mouth, curbing my frustration. It’s tempting to tell them to go to hell. They’re well aware this will cause major logistical issues, and they didn’t bother to give us a heads-up before the directive was finalized.

Still, it’s not an impossible challenge. Especially now that we’re solidifying our partnership with Wright Construction for the build.

“What are we going to do?” Chloe asks.

Even through my irritation, I like how she uses the word we. “InnovaCore is one of our largest tenants at Hudson Yards,” I say, talking her through my thoughts. “They’re leveraging our development of their HQ building to boost their green credentials. But their brand alignment with our sustainability goals is too valuable to ignore, even if their timing pisses me off.”

“Would it help if I compile the current specs and proposed changes into one document? It should make it easier to identify which requests can be accommodated and where we’ll need to push back.”

I nod slowly. That’ll help, but we’ll need to revise our proposal before tomorrow’s meeting. Drumming my fingers on my desk, I say, “Fine. We’re going to need a counterproposal. Which means you and I will have a late night tonight.”

Her tongue darts out to wet her lips. Does the idea of working late with me make her nervous?

If so, she hides it well. “Should I let the legal team know that they need to be on standby for consultations?”

Damn. She’s quick. “Yes, do that. And make sure we have all related documents and previous correspondence with InnovaCore available for reference.”

“Of course.” She takes a deep breath, pulling herself up straighter. “Is there anything else?”

“That’s it. Be back here after my last meeting of the day. We’ll order dinner and stay until the counterproposal is done.”

“Yes, sir.” Standing, she tucks a stray strand of hair behind her ear, then heads for the door. Once again, my eyes track her without my permission, drawn to the sway of her heart-shaped ass as she walks.

My blood heats and my dick swells before I force myself to look away. Staring at her ass is bad enough, imagining how the curve of it might feel under my hand? How soft her skin would be to touch? Fuck.

I scrub my hand over my face.

At this point, I should be used to having her around. I should be immune to her pretty eyes and her lush pink lips and the subtle honey and vanilla scent that always lingers in my office after she leaves.

Instead, my awareness of her just keeps growing.

Maybe I need to hit the gym, blow off some steam. Or get laid. It’s been too damn long.

I’ll have to remedy that soon. But tonight, Miss Callahan—Chloe—and I have work to do.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHLOE


Back at my desk, I pick up the phone and call Susan.

“Let me guess,” she says in greeting. “You need me to stay with your dad?”

Grimacing, I rest my elbow on my desk. “I need to put in more hours this evening. If you could help him with dinner and get him settled for the night, I’d really appreciate it. Of course I’ll pay you for the time.”

She sniffs. “Of course.”

I let out a silent sigh. It’s not Susan’s fault. I’m imposing, after all, even if I’m paying her. Even so, it would be nice if she were at least a little gracious about it since she’s happy enough to take the money.

After hanging up I call Dad and explain the situation to him.

“Don’t worry about me,” he says. “I’ll do just fine with Susan’s scintillating company.”

Rolling my lips together, I fight a laugh. “You’ll probably be asleep by the time I get home, but I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, sweet pea. I love you.”

His use of the nickname he had for me as a child melts my heart. “Love you too. Bye.”

As I hang up, the sound of a throat clearing startles me. When I turn, Roman’s standing in the doorway of his office, attention fixed on me.

“Letting your boyfriend know you’re going to be home late?” There’s a faint edge to his voice I don’t understand.

“My dad, actually.”

His dark brows draw together. “You still live with your dad?”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him that Dad’s not well, but the hint of a frown on his lips stops me. Instead, I raise my chin and stare him straight in the eye. “Yes.” After all, my private life is none of his business. If he wants to judge me, that’s on him.

He holds my gaze, as if waiting for me to elaborate. If that’s the case, he’ll be waiting a long time. Eventually, he shakes his head. “Before tonight, please compile a list of potential tax credits that could offset our initial expenditures on the InnovaCore project if we go ahead with the updates.”

“No problem, Mr. King. While you’re here, do you have an idea of what you’d like for dinner. I’ll order now for delivery later.”

He shrugs. “Order whatever you want. I’m not fussy.”

“That’s hard to believe.” The words are out before I can stop them. Shit. I do my best not to cringe. I was doing so well remaining professional around him too.

Eyes narrowed, Roman crosses his arms and leans a shoulder against the door frame. “And why exactly is that hard to believe?” he drawls.

The smart thing to do here would be to apologize and change the subject, but the challenge in his tone and posture sends electricity surging through my body, making my pulse race. I can’t resist rising to that challenge.

Tilting my head to the side, I smile. “Because you’re a billionaire who wears thousand-dollar suits, rides around in a chauffeur-driven car, only dates women who look like supermodels, and probably has a home chef to whip up food worthy of a Michelin starred restaurant.”

He brings one big hand up and rubs his chin, the corner of his mouth lifting. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as someone who reads gossip magazines, but you must, if you think you know what the women I date look like.”

Heat washes over me. Smooth, Chloe. My need to push this man makes me irrational, and now I’ve just told him that I’ve been doing a little internet stalking lately. He hasn’t been photographed with a woman on his arm often, but when he has, each one has been nothing short of gorgeous.

Swallowing back the embarrassment creeping up my throat, I lift my chin, praying he can’t see my blush from where he’s standing. “It’s just an assumption.”

“Believe it or not, Miss Callahan, sometimes I enjoy being surprised. With food and…” his focus dips to my mouth in a way that steals the air from my lungs, “other things.”

For the briefest of moments, I swear that cool gaze of his turns hot. Tension coils tight in the space between us, but it’s gone a second later, when he abruptly straightens away from the door frame. “How about we get some work done first and then see what we feel like?”

“Okay.” The breathiness to my voice doesn’t sound professional at all.

He regards me for a moment longer, his expression shuttered. Then he pivots. “Don’t forget the tax credits.” With that, he retreats into his office and closes the door behind him.

I huff out a breath. Clearly, I was mistaken about there being heat in his gaze. Ridiculously, disappointment lands like a rock in my stomach. After Geoff, I should be glad I have a boss who isn’t the least bit interested in a more than professional relationship. I should be thankful he doesn’t stand too close, or accidentally brush against me, even when there’s plenty of room to pass by.

The sad truth is that part of me wishes he would do those things. Roman King is gorgeous, smart, successful, mature, and apparently not the type of man who uses those things to take advantage of women.

Unfortunately, my attraction to him is growing every day. It’s gotten to the point now that I may have indulged in a daydream or two about him over the last couple of weeks. Daydreams which have involved finding out what exactly he’s hiding underneath those expensive suits.

Daydreams or not, the reality is that not only is it unlikely he’d be interested in someone like me when beautiful women probably trip over themselves to be seen on his arm, but anything more than a working relationship between us would be inappropriate and would put this job I so desperately need at risk.

So no more daydreams. No more reading into things that aren’t there.

With a deep inhale, I sit in front of my computer and pull up my browser.

Tax credits it is.
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“Note down that we’re willing to share the costs of the solar installations,” Roman says. “But we’re not willing to front all the investment for the hub. We’ll suggest a phased implementation there.”

I jot down that note, then shift in my chair. Again.

Outside, night has descended, and the city has come to life, hundreds of lights flickering brightly around us in lieu of the muted stars.

When I look up from my tablet, Roman’s watching me with one brow raised. “Am I boring you?”

I hold back a huff. We’ve been sitting here for close to two hours, and he’s questioning my work ethic?

“Of course not, Mr. King,” I say, with a little more saccharine sweetness than needed. “Though maybe you should invest in more comfortable chairs.”

Dropping his pen onto his desk, he leans back. He’s still wearing a tie, but he’s loosened it and popped the top button of his shirt, leaving an enticing triangle of tanned skin visible at his throat. “My thousand-dollar leather chairs aren’t comfortable enough for you?” He shakes his head. “And you accuse me of being fussy.”

Spine snapping straight, I blink. “Fussy? We’ve been sitting here so long my butt is going numb.”

As soon as the words are out, I suppress a wince. Did I really have to admit that to him?

He scrubs his hand over his mouth, and I swear he’s hiding a smile—a real one.

“We can’t have that. Why don’t we take a break?”

Thank god. Stifling a groan, I stand and place my tablet on my chair, then put my hands on my hips and arch my back, trying to work out the kinks.

A low noise from Roman draws my attention. He’s focused on me, his jaw tight. The look on his face sends a thrill of awareness humming over my skin.

“Hungry?” His voice comes out low and rumbly and far too suggestive.

I take a deep breath and try to keep my own voice steady when I answer. “Yes, what do you feel like ordering?”

Those mercurial eyes flick over my face. “What would you order if you could have anything you wanted?”

“Anything?” A spark of devilment springs to life inside me. Letting my head fall back, I stare up at the ceiling for a moment, making a show of thinking hard. “There’s an amazing hole-in-the-wall pizza shop near where Dad and I used to live. As far as I’m concerned, they make the best pizza in New York. That’s what I’d have if I could have anything I wanted.”

If I thought I was calling his bluff, that someone of Roman’s stature wouldn’t deign to eat hole-in-the-wall pizza, I was wrong. For the first time since I met him, genuine humor lights up his face and crinkles the corners of his eyes, and damn if my heart doesn’t stumble over itself.

“That sounds delicious.” His voice comes out deep and smooth. “Why don’t you order, and I’ll send Phillip to pick it up.”

I blink. “Uh, are you sure?”

“I’m always sure. You should know that by now.” He reaches into a drawer in his desk, pulls out a wallet, and drops a black card onto the desk between us.

“Any preference?” I ask him as I pick up the black AmEx.

“Lady’s choice.”

“May I?” I point to his office phone.

“Of course.”

I pick up the receiver and dial the number I still know by heart, and as the person on the other end picks up, my eyes catch and hold Roman’s.

“I’d like to order a large pizza, please. Pepperoni with chili.”

He quirks a brow.

Doing a terrible job of hiding my smile, I add, “Make that extra chili.”

His expression grows intense, making my heart take off. It’s as if the two of us are participating in some unspoken dare. And I suppose we are. The only time we break eye contact is when I have to look down to read his card number for payment.

After I hang up, I take a step forward and hold the AmEx out to him. His fingers drift over mine as he takes it, sending a spark sizzling up my arm.

In a flash his eyes are on mine, like maybe he felt the shot of electricity too.

Clearing his throat, he tosses his card back on his desk. “Give me the address and I’ll get Phillip to pick it up.”

Once he’s sent the message and slipped his phone back into his pocket, I ask, “Shall we do some more work while we wait?”

When he nods, I shuffle to my chair again, but before I can sit, he grips my wrist, stopping me. My pulse kicks into high gear as I stare down at his long, tan fingers pressed against my skin. Wetting my lips, I meet his gaze.

“Not that one.” A little smirk toys with the corner of his mouth. “I’ve heard it’s uncomfortable.” He tips his chin over at the couches on the other side of his office. “Over there will be better.”

I swallow. “Okay.” My voice comes out a little shakier than I intend.

Roman’s grip tightens for an instant before he loosens it enough for my hand to slip from his.

Willing my pulse to slow, I pick up my tablet and make my way to the couches. Roman follows, taking the seat opposite and setting the files on the wood and glass coffee table.

With a deep breath in, I force my mind back to work and tap at the screen of my tablet.

“How long has it been since you’ve had New York’s best pizza?”

Surprised by the question, I look up. “Sorry?”

“You said this place is near where you used to live. How long since you’ve had it?”

“About two years.”

He leans back, resting his arm along the back of the couch. “Why did you move?”

Lips pressed together, I hesitate, considering how best to answer. “We needed to downsize.”

“We being you and your dad?”

I sigh, my shoulders sinking. I refuse to be ashamed of my situation. “Yes. We couldn’t make the rent anymore.”

He nods slowly, completely focused on me.

Unreasonably nervous under his scrutiny and unsure of what’s going on in his head, I tuck my hair behind my ears.

“So, you’re supporting him?” he asks.

Surprised he’d immediately make that leap, I square my shoulders. “Just until he gets back on his feet and can paint again.”

His brows rise. “He’s an artist?”

I nod.

“But he’s not painting at the moment?”

A breath gusts out of me. Why is he suddenly so interested in my life outside work? “Dad has rheumatoid arthritis.” I try to keep my explanation as matter of fact as possible. “It’s an autoimmune disease that makes it difficult for him to paint. I moved back in with him after he had a bad fall.”

His gaze sharpens. “That must be difficult.”

Flustered, I stutter, “W-We’re doing fine. Should we get back to⁠—”

“So you have someone looking after him while you’re at work?”

With a huff, I throw my hands in the air then pin him with a look. “Why the sudden interest? I’ve been working for you for over three weeks, and you’ve barely smiled at me, let alone shown any interest in my personal life.”

He leans forward and braces his elbows on his knees, seemingly unaffected by my outburst. “You’re right, and I’m sorry about that. You’ve been doing good work. I should have made that clearer.”

To say I’m taken aback by his admission is an understatement. “I—uh, thank you, Mr. King.”

One brow twitches up, and a smile plays at the corners of his mouth. “You can drop the Mr. King. If we’re going to eat pizza together, you might as well call me Roman.”

My stomach dips at the hint of playfulness in his tone. “Okay, um, Roman.” It feels strangely intimate to call him that to his face. Does that mean he’ll call me by my first name? If so, what will it sound like when he says it in that deep, sexy voice of his?

Nope.

I can’t be thinking about how sexy my boss is. “Do you want to keep going until the food gets here?”

With a nod, he picks up the file in front of him, and we get back to work.

Half an hour later, there’s a knock on the open door, then Phillip saunters in with a pizza box and a grin.

“This is a first.” As he places the box and a stack of napkins on the table, a delicious smell wafts over to me, making my mouth water and my stomach growl.

Phillip laughs. “Looks like I got here just in time.”

“Did you get something for yourself?” Roman asks him.

“Yes sir. And I gotta say, the lady has good taste.” He shoots me a grin which I return.

Roman looks between us, brows lowering. “I suppose we’ll see.”

After Phillip leaves, I open the box, revealing a cheesy, saucy masterpiece covered with plenty of pepperoni and red chili flakes. Perfect.

Across from me, Roman is studying the pizza like an unfamiliar specimen. For all his talk, I get the sense he’s never eaten pizza from a box like this before.

I take pity on him. “Do you have plates?”

“I don’t keep any in the office, no.”

A laugh bubbles up in my chest. I tried. Too hungry, and too deprived of the taste of my favorite pizza, to wait any longer, I pick up a slice and bite into it.

Eyes closed, I lick my lips, relishing the taste. “Mmm, so good.” It’s true, but my words are also an enticement. I want to witness Roman’s reaction to the flavors.

But when I look back at him, he’s staring at me, not the pizza. More precisely, he’s focused on my lips. Without thinking, I lick them again, and the way his jaw clenches and his pupils flare sends a jolt directly to my core.

“Are you going to try some?” I ask, hoping to distract myself from the tension thickening the air between us. Unfortunately, my voice comes out breathy again.

For a long moment, he just watches me. Then, finally, he looks back at the pizza and picks up a slice. He eyes it, then me, and I raise my brows, giving him a bright, slightly-too-innocent smile, then wait to see what he does.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


ROMAN


Fuck, that smile. It’s doing things to me that it shouldn’t. I hesitate, not because I’m nervous about eating the greasy-looking concoction she ordered, but because I like the way she’s looking at me a little too much.

There’s a light in her eyes I’ve only seen a few times since she came to work for me. Each time, it’s been when she let her professional mask slip. This is a glimpse of the real Chloe. The woman whose gaze sparks when she’s irritated, whose chin rises when she’s challenged, who smiles without holding back and talks to me with a teasing lilt to her voice.

She’s always beautiful, but when she’s relaxed and happy like this, she’s absolutely breathtaking.

I wish to hell I could stop noticing.

Forcing myself to focus on something other than her pretty face and doing everything I can to tune out the way she just moaned and licked her lips, I bite into the pizza. It’s far greasier than I’m used to, but undeniably tasty.

Chloe watches me intently, obviously waiting for my response.

Once I’ve swallowed down my first bite, I wipe my mouth with a napkin. “Very good.”

Her expression dims a little.

Not liking that I’ve let her down, I give her what she needs. “Delicious in fact.”

The bright smile returns. Does she realize how freely she’s sharing them with me? My guess is no. Otherwise, they’d be far more restrained.

“I told you.” She laughs. There’s a stark contrast between this light, carefree version of Chloe and the reserved woman who shows up here day after day. Now that I know about her father, it makes sense. It also explains why she was so grateful I kept her on.

When she talked about her dad, about why she’d moved in with him, and why they’d needed to downsize, my throat constricted in a way I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before. Maybe because a woman as young as her shouldn’t have that kind of responsibility on her shoulders. Or maybe because it only highlights the vast difference between our financial situations.

Whatever the reason, the knowledge has sunken its claws into me.

As I take another bite of pizza, a glob of sauce-covered cheese slides off and lands on my shirt. I curse under my breath.

“Oh no. Let me help.” Chloe jumps up and snatches the stack of napkins off the table, then rushes around to my side. Kneeling next to me, she dabs at the mess.

Her lips are parted, and her pretty eyes are fixed on my chest as she wipes at the sauce, only causing it to smear.

“Chloe.”

She doesn’t stop.

“Chloe.” I grasp her hand to halt her frantic movements.

Finally, she looks at me and fuck, the sight of her on her knees with her big, beautiful eyes raised to mine has every muscle in my body drawing tight. It would be so easy to slide my fingers into her hair, twist the heavy locks around my fist and drag her head back, watch those eyes turn sultry as I reach for my zipper and⁠—

Fuck no.

I am not that man.

I let go of her and stand. It’s the wrong thing to do, since now she’s kneeling directly in front of me. Turning away, I start to unbutton my shirt. “Can you get me a new one from my closet?”

Behind me, she scrambles to her feet, her hurried movements the only sound in the office. Then, a little farther away, the door to the closet next to my bathroom opens and closes.

Over the last few weeks, I’ve tried so fucking hard to resist the urge to picture her when I jerk off. Every time I wrap my hand around my dick and close my eyes, I do my best to imagine some faceless woman naked in front of me. But all too soon, her hair turns pale blond, and the eyes looking up at me with desperate longing become shaded in blues and greens. And when she begs me to fuck her, it’s Chloe’s voice that spills from between her lips.

Until this point, I’ve managed to force the vision from my head.

Now, after the image of her on her knees is seared into my brain, I know without a doubt, if she were to leave right now, there’d be no stopping the compulsion to undo my fly and take my dick in my hand while I picture how fucking good she looked with her face turned up and her lips parted…

My cock gives an almost violent jerk.

With a grunt of frustration, I yank off my tie. Then I shrug off my shirt and turn, reaching for the fresh one she’s holding. It’s another mistake. Facing her fully, I catch the moment her eyes drop to my bare chest, tracing over it with such deliberate focus it’s almost tangible. As if it’s her fingers trailing over my skin instead of her gaze.

I close my eyes and suck in a harsh breath, my lungs expanding as I struggle with the desire to feel her actual touch. When I focus on her again, her cheeks are pink, and she’s intently studying the floor. Quickly, I snag the shirt from her hand and slip it on.

“I’m sorry, Mr. King.”

“Roman,” I growl as I do up the buttons. The frustration raging through me is meant for myself, but it bleeds into my tone.

“Roman,” she corrects herself softly. “I’ll take your shirt to be dry-cleaned first thing tomorrow.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll be here first thing tomorrow assisting me with these negotiations, not wasting time at the dry cleaners. I have someone else who can handle that.”

Her teeth sink into her bottom lip, and she refuses to look directly at me. Dammit. I fucking hate that the moment of light-heartedness between us has passed. It’s my own fault for reacting to her proximity the way I did. I could have brushed it off, laughed and told her not to worry about it. If only I were the kind of man who made jokes and laughed about things like that. Instead, I’m apparently the kind of man who sees his assistant on her knees and imagines fucking her mouth.

With a deep breath in, then out, I force my jaw to unclench. None of this is her fault, and she needs to know that. “It’s fine, Miss Callahan. Let’s finish eating and get back to work. We’re almost done.”

Finally facing me again, she lifts her chin. “Chloe.”

Fuck if the way she’s correcting me, giving as good as she’s gotten, doesn’t have the tension in my shoulders easing and a smile tugging at my mouth.

I incline my head. “Let’s finish up, shall we, Chloe?”

Gathering what little self-control I have left, I get my mind back on work, and I even manage to eat another couple of slices without a repeat performance. And an hour later, we’re close to wrapping things up.

“Make sure the proposal highlights the public relations benefits. If we’re going to push our budget, I want every press release touting how this project will transform urban living.”

“Mm-hm.” She makes a note. “I’ll reach out to the PR team and request they start drafting potential media coverage plans.”

“Good. I want to turn InnovaCore’s demands into our headline news. If we’re accommodating their demands, then we’re going to leverage every angle we can.”

“Do you want to⁠—”

My cell rings, and Cole’s name appears on the screen. With a glance at Chloe, I answer it with a quick swipe. “What is it? I’m in the middle of⁠—”

“We’re at the hospital.”

My stomach plummets as visions of accidents and assaults flash behind my eyes. “Who’s hurt?”

He lets out a choked laugh. “Nobody. The baby’s coming. I’m going to be a father.”

My heart stops, then starts again. “Damn, you scared me. How can I help? What do you and Delilah need?”

“Come to the hospital. Please. I want my family here.” I’ve never heard Cole’s voice sound so ragged.

My heart kicks in a way I’ve never experienced. Family. For years I tried to convince myself that my family was nothing more than an asset—yet another legacy of my father’s teachings. Pretending the only reason I needed my brothers was as tools to benefit the company made it easier to detach my emotions from what I was trying to achieve. All that’s gone out the window over the last few years, and fuck if I’m not the least bit sorry about it.

Though the unfamiliar rush of concern that’s washing over me now may force me to rethink that stance. It’s fucking terrifying. And the fear isn’t just for my brother, but Delilah and my soon-to-be-born niece.

“I’ll be there. How far along is she?”

“Still early but I’m climbing the walls here. She’s in pain and it’s only going to get worse.”

“Are Tate and Violet there?”

“They’re on their way. Mom too.”

I fight back a scoff. “Mom?” It’s hard to imagine our cool, aloof mother hanging out in a hospital waiting room, but I guess stranger things have happened.

“Yeah. I was as surprised as you when she told me she was coming.”

“Okay.” Lips pressed together, I survey the table covered in files in front of me. “Keep it together for Delilah’s sake and I’ll see you soon.”

With a muttered thanks, he hangs up.

Chloe’s watching me, hands clasped in her lap, eyes bright. “Are you going to be an uncle?”

I rub my hand over my head. “Sounds like it.” With another look at the files on the coffee table, I square my shoulders. “We’ll have to go with what we’ve got. It should be enough. Send everything down to Legal, and then we’ll head out.” I check my watch. “How do you usually get home?”

“I catch the bus. There should be one coming soon.”

I’m shaking my head before she’s even finished. “I’ll give you a lift. Phillip can drop me off at the hospital first, then take you home.”

She opens her mouth, probably ready to protest, but I hold up a hand. “It’s not up for discussion, Chloe.” Her name rolls off my tongue a little too easily, and I like the way her lashes flutter and her lips part in response.

But now’s not the time to get distracted by my too-pretty assistant. I’ve got somewhere to be.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHLOE


The engine purrs quietly as Phillip navigates the big car through heavy traffic.

Roman is silent beside me. Tense. It’s a different kind of tension than what I’m used to sensing from him. There’s no simmering anger, no undercurrent of energy humming in the air between us.

He’s probably nervous about the birth, and with good reason. From what I’ve gathered, this will be the first child for any of the three brothers. It’s heartwarming really, that he’s concerned. Who would’ve thought Roman King would be a nervous uncle-to-be?

My boss is full of surprises.

“Thank you for your efforts tonight.”

The deep baritone of his voice breaks the silence, and I fight back a shiver as the words seem almost to vibrate against my skin.

“Do you think you’ll make it to the meeting with InnovaCore tomorrow, or should I reschedule?”

He runs his hand down his face, his body loose with exhaustion. He still has a long night ahead of him too.

“I’ll make it in,” he says.

I shouldn’t be surprised. The man’s a workaholic, after all.

As we pull up outside the hospital, he looks out the window, then back to me. “Phillip will drop you at home and I’ll see you tomorrow morning, bright and early.”

I smile softly at him and, on instinct, touch the back of his hand. “I hope everything goes well.”

He looks down, but before I can regret my impulsive decision to touch him, he turns his hand over and wraps his long fingers around mine. “Thank you, Chloe.”

His tone is pitched so low, it’s like dark velvet dragging over my skin. I can’t stop the shudder of need rippling through me.

His fingers tighten, and then he’s releasing me and climbing out of the car.

When the heavy door slams shut behind him, Phillip eyes me in the rearview mirror. “Where to?”

Shaking off my reaction to Roman’s touch, I’m about to give Phillip my address when I catch sight of a shiny black object on the dark leather seat.

I snag it and hold it up. “Roman left his phone. Let me see if I can catch up with him.”

Without waiting for a response, I push the car door open and jog to the doors Roman entered a few seconds ago, cursing my heels the whole way.

Inside, I scan the large open space, and when I don’t see him, I make my way to the security booth in the center of the atrium.

“Can I help you?” the woman behind the desk asks.

“My boss just came through here. Roman King.” I hold his cell up. “He left this in his car. Can I take it to him please?”

The woman arches a brow and scrutinizes me. “Do you have some identification?”

I unclip the security pass I’m still wearing on the waistband of my skirt and hold it up. It has my photo and lists my position as Roman’s assistant on it.

She picks up a phone and, after tapping a few buttons, speaks into it. Once she hangs up, she nods in the direction of a door on the far wall. “There’s a private family waiting room through there.”

“Thank you.” With a grateful smile, I turn and head toward the door. On the other side is a short corridor, and at the far end, a set of double glass doors with a sign printed above indicating it’s the waiting room.

For the first time since I stepped out of the car, nerves tangle in my stomach. Roman is waiting beyond those doors, but so is the rest of his family. Suddenly, I’m second-guessing the idea of barging in on them at a time like this. My hesitation melts away quickly, though, knowing Roman will want his phone. He’ll go crazy sitting still for hours if he can’t work.

I push through the doors and step into a large room. The floor is covered in luxurious carpet, and the couches and chairs are all plush and inviting. Beautiful paintings in calming blues and greens adorn the walls, and at one end, there’s a coffee machine and a bar fridge. This isn’t like any hospital waiting room I’ve ever been in before. Then again, I’m not a billionaire.

“Chloe.” Roman’s deep voice comes from the corner of the room.

I turn and find him standing with Tate and a pretty woman with light brown hair. On one of the couches nearby, an elegant, older blond woman sits, her expression impossible to read.

As nerves crawl up my throat, I take a breath and steady myself. Then, I walk over to them, plastering on the most professional smile I can manage.

Roman’s expression is enigmatic as he watches me. Does he resent me intruding on him and his family, or is he only surprised to see me?

“You forgot your phone, Mr. King.” I hold the device out to him. He’s told me more than once tonight to call him by his first name, but it feels wrong in this setting. As if I’m claiming an intimacy I don’t have any right to.

He takes it from me, his fingers ghosting over mine. “Thank you, Miss Callahan.” It seems like he has the same thought as me.

“Chloe, right?”

The woman standing next to Tate gives me a warm smile. She must be his fiancée, Violet. She’s gorgeous, her long brownish-blond hair falling around her shoulders and her blue eyes bright.

“That’s right.” I return her smile as I take a step back. “Sorry for the intrusion, I’ll head off now. I hope it all goes smoothly, and you don’t have too long to wait.”

Roman’s mom sniffs, drawing my attention. She’s still seated on the couch, staring down at a half-full coffee cup. “I hope so too. I don’t know how much of this awful coffee I can take.” She looks at Violet and lifts a brow. “You should start supplying to hospitals. Good coffee would make these types of long waits much more pleasant.”

That’s right. Sophie told me that Violet owns True Brew, a sustainable artisan coffee shop that’s developed quite a cult following recently.

“Some of those delicious pastries of yours wouldn’t hurt either.” Tate hooks his arm around his fiancée’s waist and pulls her tight against him so he can drop a kiss on her forehead.

I swear there are hearts in her eyes when she smiles up at him, and wistfulness washes over me.

It’s hard not to wonder what it would be like to have a partner like that. A partner who had my back, who I could share my highs and lows with. A man I knew I could turn to when things got tough.

Maybe Dad’s right. Perhaps it’s time for me to get out and start dating. I sneak a peek over at Roman again. Maybe it would get rid of my pesky attraction to my boss as well.

Shaking away the longing threatening to overtake me, I school my expression. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Mr. King.”

One corner of his mouth tips up. “Get some sleep. It would be nice if at least one of us is awake during the meeting.”

I do my best to suppress my smile. We both know that, sleep deprived or not, he’ll be wide awake and on the ball at the meeting.

With a small self-conscious wave to the rest of his family, I turn and walk briskly to the exit and out to the waiting car.

As I climb back in, Phillip turns in his seat. “All sorted?”

“Yes.” I rub at my eyes, suddenly drained of all energy. At least I’ve got a comfortable bed to go back to, unlike Roman and his family.

The car pulls away from the curb and I’m once again readying to tell Phillip my address when I spot a twenty-four-hour donut shop, lit up and beckoning to me.

“I’m sorry, Phillip, but could you pull over here?” I point at the shop.

He peers at me in the rearview mirror, his eyes dancing. “Need a sugar hit?”

“Not me,” I say. “But I know a few people who probably have a long night ahead of them.”

His brows rise, but without a word, he parks in front of the shop. Inside, there are several people in line, but the servers working behind the counter move quickly, and in minutes, I’m ordering. I know how Roman likes his coffee. But I don’t have a clue about the others. Along with his, I buy three additional long blacks and ask for a container of cream to go with them, and a variety of sweeteners. I order a box of donuts and throw in a few pastries as well. I’m not sure Roman’s mom is the type to willingly bite into a donut, but hopefully she’ll find something suitable. It’s not a gourmet meal, but the coffee is fresh. That has to count for something. With any luck, the caffeine and sugar will keep Roman and his family going until the baby is born.

As I exit the shop with the bag and the tray of drinks, Phillip leaps out of the car and comes to my aid.

“First pizza, then donuts,” he says, chuckling. “Not the boss man’s normal fare.”

“I guess he shouldn’t have told me he likes surprises then.” I flash him a grin.

“You know, I think that might be a new thing.”

“What do you mean?” I ask as he opens the door for me.

His lips quirk. “Roman doesn’t generally make time in his schedule for surprises.”

Frowning, I slide in. “Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose anyway?”

“Not when he thinks the purpose wastes his time.”

I look down at what I’m holding. “Somehow, I think he’ll have more than enough time for this one.”

His laugh is cut off when the door between us is shut. A moment later, he’s climbing into the driver’s seat. “Back to the hospital?”

“Yes please. Then I promise I’ll let you take me home so you can have a break.”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” he says. “I get plenty of downtime.” He makes a U-turn and parks near the hospital entrance again, then comes around to help me out.

“Thank you.” I hand him a paper bag with a single donut in it. “This one’s for you.”

Grinning, he takes it. “That will hit the spot.”

As I’m pulling the bag of treats from the car, Phillip clears his throat.

“It’s nice what you’re doing. Nice that you’re looking after him.” He rubs the back of his neck. “It might not seem like it, but Roman could use someone caring about him.”

I blink, tilting my head. “It’s my job.”

“Some of it is.”

There’s a weight to his words that I don’t quite understand, and it leaves me feeling strangely exposed—like he knows something I don’t.

Unsure how to respond, I just give him a smile. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

Once I’m inside the hospital again, I stop by the security desk and hold up the bag. “I’m back. Just dropping off some supplies.”

Without a word, she nods toward the same door I went through before.

I ease my way through, careful not to spill the drinks. This time, I knock on the glass door to the waiting room rather than barge in on them a second time.

Tate appears, his eyes lighting up when he sees what I’m carrying, and pulls the door open wide. “You’re an angel. I knew my brother made the right move when he kept you on. Come in.”

I maneuver past him, scanning the space until I catch sight of Roman, reclining on one of the couches, long legs stretched out. As expected, he’s got his phone in hand, but his sharp gaze is fixed on my face, the intensity there causing my pulse to race.

I suck in a deep breath and steel myself. God, I wish he didn’t affect me in such a physical way. Sometimes, when his eyes are on me the way they are now, I feel more like a giddy schoolgirl than a woman in her mid-twenties with a job to do and responsibilities to think about.

I make my way over to the coffee table in front of him and put the bag and tray down on it. “I thought you could use some fuel to keep you going.”

He doesn’t look away as I hold his cup out to him and he takes it from me. “An angel indeed,” he says, his low voice sending a prickle of warmth over my skin.

A moment later, his family has crowded around. Even Roman’s mom appears at my side. “Thank you, dear,” she says, with a slightly wintery smile. “Very thoughtful.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Violet gushes as she bends down for a cup.

My cheeks heat. “I’m sure it won’t be as nice as yours.”

“Don’t tell anyone, but I may stop by this place on occasion when I’m out and about,” she fake whispers to me, her blue eyes sparkling.

I laugh. “I’ll never tell.”

When she grins back, I’m hit by a sense of camaraderie. As if, were we to meet under different circumstances, we might even be friends.

When I glance back at Roman, he’s still watching me with that enigmatic expression. I hold his gaze, hoping I haven’t overstepped. But though he’s unsmiling, I don’t sense anger or annoyance radiating from him.

“Remind me to find a way to thank your very excellent assistant. Because I doubt you’ll remember to,” Tate says to Roman, bringing his coffee to his mouth.

Roman frowns, his dark brows drawing together. “I’m more than capable of thanking Chloe myself.”

The sound of my name sends a little jolt through me. Will I ever get used to hearing him say it? I clear my throat and go for unaffected. “I was more than happy to do it. The only thanks I need is hearing the good news that there’s a new happy, healthy baby in the world.”

“I’m sure even Roman can manage that.” Tate smirks at his brother who scowls back at him.

Call me sentimental, but I enjoy watching Roman interact with his brothers. Being an only child, I’ve never experienced that kind of relationship. Tate’s irreverent personality is the perfect contrast to his older brother’s serious demeanor. Though I think I’ve developed a thing for the dark, brooding type.

A part of me is dying to find out what lies beneath Roman’s impenetrable exterior. But now isn’t the time. Not wanting to overstay my welcome. I say my farewells and leave. It isn’t until I step out of the room that the long day catches up with me and exhaustion pulls at my shoulders.

Phillip once again opens the car door for me, and this time I give him my address and settle into the seat as he drives me home.

Half an hour later, after checking in on Dad, I’m tucked into bed and trying very hard not to think about Roman as I drift off.

The beep of my phone wakes me early the next morning. Groggily, I grope for it and open the message from an unknown number.

I have to blink at the screen a few times before I can make out the words. The text itself merely says thank you, followed by a winky face emoji, which tells me it’s probably from Tate. I can’t help but smile as I read it. The photo below it, though, makes my heart trip over itself.

The image is of Roman, his dark head tipped down, his focus on the tiny bundle cradled in his arms. One finger is softly touching the baby’s pink cheek, and a small, almost tender smile curves his lips. It’s a completely unguarded moment. One I can’t tear my eyes away from.

I’ve had far too much going on in my life, and far too few relationships, to have spent any time thinking about babies. But there’s no questioning the way warmth blooms low in my stomach as I study the picture, radiating through me in waves.

Sinking back into my mattress, I press my phone to my chest, where my heart is bounding wildly. Not that I can blame it. It knows just as well as I do that I’m in trouble.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


ROMAN


“You look exhausted.” The dark shadows under Cole’s eyes tell one story, but his smile tells a different one. “And really fucking happy.”

Laughing, he rubs his hand over his face. “You have no idea.”

He’s right. I don’t have the first clue how being up all night changing diapers could put that grin on his face.

It’s been just over a week since my niece was born, and Cole’s been on leave since. He and Delilah have decided against hiring a nanny, and I can’t blame them. My brothers and I were basically raised by nannies, and we all know firsthand that it’s not exactly conducive to fostering strong family dynamics. Although seeing how exhausted he looks now, I wonder if there’s a part of him that’s regretting that decision.

“She’s awake.” Delilah appears in the doorway of the living room in their penthouse. Dressed in a dark green robe, with her long dark hair tied up in a loose bun, she cradles the baby in her arms.

“I’ll take her.” Cole leaps out of his seat as if he hasn’t been deprived of sleep for a solid week.

With a sweet, tired smile, Delilah hands over the tiny bundle.

As she shuffles to the kitchen, Cole sits on the couch again, close enough for me to lean over to get a look at Lottie Grace’s face. Even I can admit she’s cute. Delilah and her mom are close, so it makes sense that they used her middle name, but I’m still a little surprised that they gave her our mom’s middle name as well.

My brothers and I have always had a rocky relationship with our parents, to say the least. Dad’s in jail where he belongs, and none of us are sad about that. But according to Cole and Tate, Mom has been trying to make amends for her distance during our youth. Though she hasn’t approached me about it, she does seem to have mellowed recently—her presence at the hospital speaks to that. And Cole mentioned she’s been visiting more often than either Tate or me. The grimace he tried to hide when he told me that suggests he’d prefer her visits to be a little less frequent.

Still, at least she’s trying.

When Delilah returns from the kitchen, she’s carrying a tray with three cups of coffee on it.

Guilt pierces me when I note the dark smudges beneath her eyes that match Cole’s. “I could have done that.”

“That’s okay.” With a relieved sigh, she puts down the tray. Then she settles next to Cole, leaning her shoulder against his, and gives me a warm smile. “You only know how to make coffee one way, and at the moment, I prefer mine decaf and sweet.”

I return her smile easily. Though I would have struggled to believe it a few years ago, I’ve grown fond of my sister-in-law. I can admit now that I was wrong about her and Cole, and regret still fills me whenever I think about how I compared their relationship to Mom and Dad’s. Or to mine and Katherine’s. If Cole had listened to me back then, he wouldn’t be as happy as he is now.

He wouldn’t be happy at all.

That knowledge sits heavy on my shoulders.

I bring my mug to my lips and close my eyes to savor the deep, dark taste of the coffee my soon-to-be other sister-in-law, Violet, sells at her coffee shop. It’s some of the best I’ve ever had.

That thought has my mind drifting back to the moment Chloe showed up at the hospital with coffee and donuts. To the way those pretty ocean eyes of hers found me as soon as she entered the room and how her cheeks flushed as she walked toward me.

Tate’s comment as he let her in still echoes in my head. With her blond hair shimmering in the light like a halo, she did look like an angel. And there I was, in the middle of my family, waiting to hear the good news of my niece’s arrival, and all I could think about was how it would feel to run my hands over the curve of her hips, to grip her ass and pull her down onto me.

“Do you want to hold her?” Cole asks.

“What?” I blink back to the moment, and it takes me far too long to realize he’s talking about Lottie. “Sure.” Surprisingly, I do. There’s something strangely appealing about holding a brand-new life in my arms. A sense of the endless possibilities that lie ahead. Not that I’d share that kind of sentimental thought with anyone.

I gingerly take the tiny bundle from Cole, freeing him up to take a no-doubt much-needed sip of coffee. Then I sit back down with my niece, cradling her close.

Lottie’s little face screws up and her hazy blue-gray eyes stare up at me. Will she take after Cole and keep that hue, or will they turn green like her mom’s? Or will the gray dominate, leaving her irises the same shade as mine? “Hi there, baby King,” I murmur. “Who are you going to be?”

She gives me a gummy yawn and waves one tiny fist in the air.

“How are things with Chloe?” Delilah takes a sip of her coffee, then gives me a too-innocent smile.

My gut twists. What the hell has Cole been telling her?

“Things are fine. She’s efficient, professional. What else is there to say?” I feign a casualness I don’t in any way feel.

“Tate told us she dropped off food and drinks while you were waiting at the hospital. That was nice of her.”

Focus fixed on the baby in my arms, I grunt. “It’s what I pay her for.”

“Sophie didn’t drop off anything for Tate,” Cole says.

I clench my jaw and shoot him an annoyed look. “I’m sure she would if he’d asked her to.”

“Did you ask Chloe to?”

“No,” I grind out. “But we’d been working all evening. She knew I’d be tired. That’s what a good assistant does—anticipates needs.”

“You’re admitting she’s good, then?”

“What is the point of this conversation?” I need to end it before I make it too obvious that he’s getting under my skin, if I haven’t already. “Yes, she’s a good assistant, okay? Are you satisfied?”

Cole regards me with undisguised amusement. “I am. It’s not often you admit that you were wrong.”

“I don’t recall admitting that.” And I won’t. Chloe may be good—better than good, really—but my concerns haven’t disappeared. In fact, they’ve gotten more intense. Fighting the temptation she presents day in and day out isn’t as easy as I thought it would be. Particularly after the other night when we worked late together. The night she was on her knees in front of me.

A vision I’m still struggling to get out of my head.

Not just that. The way she smiles, the sound of her laugh, her honey and vanilla scent. All of those things are damn intoxicating.

It’s infuriating that my brothers, and apparently my sister-in-law now, won’t leave me alone about her.

Luckily, before they can continue the unwelcome conversation, the intercom buzzes.

“That will be Beverly,” Delilah says as she slides off the couch.

“You didn’t tell me Mom was coming over.” I eye Cole as I consider whether leaving now would be too obvious.

“Didn’t I?” Cole smirks at me.

Mom looks as regal as ever as she sweeps into the apartment. Her hair is pulled up in an elegant bun, and her cool blue eyes survey the room. Beside her, Delilah is wearing a slight smile. I see why a second later when she holds up a soft-looking pink rabbit toy with long floppy ears.

“Look what your mom brought for Lottie,” she says.

“You don’t need to bring a toy every time you visit,” Cole says. “Her room will be too full for her to sleep in soon.”

I shake my head as Mom makes a beeline for her granddaughter. It’s hard to reconcile this woman with the one who spent our youth basically ignoring us while having a series of semi-discreet affairs. At least she made some effort at discretion. Dad didn’t even bother. Nannies, maids, assistants—he was never particular. And I wasn’t the only one of us unlucky enough to catch him in the act.

Despite the part of me that can’t help but resent Mom for her disinterest, another part understands why she spent more time out of the house than in it. The rest of me wonders why I don’t hate her for not being there for us nearly as much as I hate Dad.

“There’s our little girl.” Mom is wearing the softest smile I’ve ever seen from her as she comes to a stop in front of me. A dull ache settles in my chest as I take her in. What would it have been like if she’d turned that kind of smile on us when we were kids?

Would it have made a difference in our lives? Would it have changed the kind of men we grew up to be?

Should I even bother wondering? After all, I’m happy with who and what I am.

“Can I hold her, Roman?” Her eyes are on me, arms already outstretched.

Once I’ve carefully transferred Lottie to her, she sits in the chair next to mine. Within seconds, Lottie starts to fuss a little, her face screwing up as if she might cry, and Mom tenses, looking to Delilah.

That ache is back. Sharper this time. I’ve never seen her so uncertain. She’s almost made a career out of acting as if every facet of her life is perfect. Even her family, which is anything but.

“It’s okay,” Delilah reassures her. “She’s probably ready for another nap. Just stand up and rock her a little.”

I meet Cole’s gaze, blinking in shock, and find him shaking his head and mouthing later.

Mom stands, rocking Lottie with a bemused smile on her face, and my niece quickly settles.

Where the hell did this sudden change come from? It’s unsettling. With a glance at my watch, I determine I’ve been here long enough. I’ve still got plenty of work to get done this afternoon.

I catch Cole’s eye and jerk my head toward the front door. When he nods, I stand, and so does he.

“I’ll walk you out,” he says.

I give Delilah a kiss on the cheek, and when I say goodbye to Mom, she looks up at me with a warmth in her smile I assume is merely a remnant of what she was giving Lottie. But it doesn’t fade as she says, “It was nice seeing you, Roman.”

With a nod, I make for the door, Cole close behind me. Once we’re out of earshot, I turn to him.

“What the hell was that?”

He chuckles. “I noticed subtle changes after Dad got arrested, but since Delilah got pregnant, they’ve become more noticeable. And after Tate spoke to her about his father, well…” He shakes his head. “I think it finally hit her—all she’s missed out on.”

There was a time when Tate thought he may have lost Violet. As badly as he wanted to mend things with her, he had to deal with his own past first. As a not-so-secret product of one of Mom’s affairs, he’d always struggled with his position in our family. It took some time, but he worked it out. He knows he’s one of us and that he always has been.

Seems like whatever happened between him and Mom might have brought about an epiphany for both of them.

I say goodbye to Cole, but in the elevator on the way to the ground floor, that unsettled feeling washes over me again. My brothers’ lives are changing—have changed. Even my mother’s is. The only one of us whose life remains the same is me.

And I’m happy with that.

I took my shot at something different years ago and failed spectacularly. So I’ll leave the love and the babies to Cole and Tate. I’ll be the one who makes sure our company stays strong.

For them and the families they’re making.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


ROMAN


I’m scrolling through the financial news headlines on my phone as Phillip navigates the car through the early-morning traffic when a message notification pops up.

Chloe.

Seeing her name jolts through me, sharp and unexpected, but I shove the sensation aside. She’s been my assistant for just over a month, and this is the first time she’s messaged me outside of work hours.

I swipe it open.

Good morning, Roman. I’m so sorry, but I’ll be late in this morning. My dad’s having a flare-up, and I need to take him to see his doctor.




A swift rush of concern tightens my grip on the phone. It’s just her and her dad. Does she need help?

Without thinking too hard about what I’m doing or why, I respond.

Is he okay?




He’s in a lot of pain. I’ve given him some medicine, but his doctor can give him steroid injections. I’ll be in once he’s feeling better.




How are you getting him there?




I’ll call an Uber.




Clenching the phone tight, I survey the traffic surrounding me. I have a busy morning as usual. Calls and meetings back-to-back until lunch. But…

What’s your address? Phillip and I will pick you up.




The three gray dots appear, disappear, then reappear. She’s probably figuring out how to turn me down. It’s obvious she’s used to handling things on her own.

Much like the night she first told me about her dad, the idea of her shouldering that responsibility alone stirs an unfamiliar mix of emotions inside me.

Finally, her message pops up.

Thank you so much. I really appreciate it.




Her address follows.

Considering how long it took her to reply, I’m sure it was difficult for her to accept my offer. It’s better she did, though. I can’t imagine she’d appreciate it if I got her address from HR and turned up at her front door.

I lean forward and tell Phillip about the change in plans, then sit back in my seat and determinedly avoid thinking about why checking in on Chloe is suddenly more important than my tightly packed schedule.

Twenty minutes later we pull up outside an older but well-maintained apartment complex.

Phillip turns to me. “You want me to go in and get them.”

“No. I’ll go.”

I ignore his raised brows as I climb out. The entrance to the building is plain, with a short flight of steps leading to double doors, one of which has been propped open.

I scowl at it. So much for any kind of security.

Once I’m inside, I step up to the elevator, only to find that it’s out of order. From how old the sign is, it’s been that way for a while. It gives me pause. How does Chloe’s dad deal with getting up and down the stairs? Or is he stuck inside day after day? I don’t know anything about rheumatoid arthritis or how debilitating it might be.

Maybe I need to find out.

Now that Chloe works for me, it makes sense that I should learn more about what she’s dealing with after hours.

I make my way up the stairs, and when I reach the second floor, I knock on the door.

“Coming.” Her voice sounds from inside. When the door opens, the smile beginning to bloom on her face freezes, and her pretty lips pop open. Then she snaps her mouth shut. “I’m sorry. I assumed you were Phillip.”

I incline my head and take her in. She’s fucking hard enough to resist in her silky blouses, hip-hugging skirts, and fitted dresses. But like this, in a T-shirt that clings to her breasts and black yoga pants that show off every curve? The sight of her has a rush of heat spreading through me. Yet despite how incredible her tight fucking body is, that’s not what has me entranced.

It’s her makeup-free skin. Smooth and luminous, it’s practically flawless except for the faint spray of freckles over her nose and the arches of her cheekbones. I fight the urge to reach for her, trace the delicate line of her jaw, and smooth my thumb over those tiny imperfections that are far too exquisite to deserve that label.

How would it feel to press my lips against that satin soft skin? To hear her breath shudder out of her? To kiss and lick and nip and suck until I’d explored every inch of her?

Hands clenched, I force that image out of my head. I’m here to help an employee in need. That’s all. I may not be known for personally attending to this type of errand, but there’s a first time for everything.

“We’re almost ready,” Chloe says, holding the door open for me. “Do you want to come in?”

“Thank you.” I step inside the small hallway, instantly catching sight of a large painting that momentarily distracts me from the far too desirable woman next to me.

It’s a hauntingly beautiful scene of Manhattan just before dawn. The streets that usually pulse with life are empty as pre-dawn light casts long shadows across the canvas, shading most of the city in hues of gray and pale blue—a world still asleep.

A light fog lingers at the lower levels of the buildings, softening the lines and angles I’m used to seeing in daylight. In the foreground of the painting, the Brooklyn Bridge stretches across the scene, its cables and arches sharply defined against the city behind. The sparse glow of headlights cutting through the misty dimness enhances the serenity and solitude emanating from the piece rather than diminishing it.

It’s unsettling yet captivating, seeing the city like this, empty, its soul laid bare. It easily could have evoked a sense of melancholy, except the artist has skillfully added a latent energy to the scene as well. The first brush of sunlight gilds the building tops, tracing their upper edges with hints of rose and gold. It conveys a subtle sense of anticipation, a final quiet exhalation before the city awakens to the potential of a new day.

The image plucks at a string tied too tightly within my chest, and I can’t put my finger on why. While I was raised to appreciate art, there are few pieces that have spoken to me the way this one does.

When I finally tear myself away from the canvas, I find Chloe watching me with curious eyes.

“Is this one of your father’s?”

The soft smile that lifts her lips tugs at the same string as the painting. “Yes, it’s my favorite.”

She doesn’t elaborate as to why, and I don’t ask. I’ve already wasted enough time when I should be helping her get her father to the doctor.

“I’ll get Dad, and then we can go,” she says.

Rather than wait for her at the door, I follow, driven by a need to find out more about her. More than can be gleaned from her personnel file anyway. The one I pulled and read after I told her she could keep her job.

The apartment is compact but neat and tidy. There’s a comfortable-looking chair positioned in front of the television, and on the two-seater couch beside it, a man sits stiffly.

With his graying blond hair and bluish-green eyes, it’s not hard to see where Chloe gets her coloring from. And despite the sweat on his brow and the tightness around his mouth giving away just how much pain he’s in, he manages to size me up in one long appraising look.

Chloe rushes to his side. “Dad, this is my boss, Roman King. Roman, this is my dad, Rick Callahan.”

Apparently deciding I pass muster, Rick nods. “Nice to meet you. I’d shake your hand and thank you for coming, but…” He glances down at his own hands, resting on his thighs, the wrists and knuckles visibly inflamed. “It’s like having iron rods at the end of my arms.” He lets out a rueful laugh.

“That’s okay,” I tell him. “I’m happy to help.”

Chloe snags her purse from the small kitchen and slips the strap over her shoulder, then brings back what looks like a cold pack and wraps it gently around one of her father’s wrists. “Are you ready?” she asks him softly.

Nodding, he slowly raises his arm. As she bends down and wraps one of hers around his back, it dawns on me that he needs help to stand, and I step forward, ready to assist. But Chloe gives me a little shake of her head.

I don’t like standing back and watching like this, especially when they both strain as she helps her dad to his feet, but I respect her wishes anyway.

Once they’re standing, she gives me a small smile. “Could you get the door?”

With a nod, I stride to the entry. I pull the door open quickly, but as I turn back, I realize how unnecessary my haste is. From how slowly and stiffly Rick is moving, and how much he’s leaning on his daughter, walking must be painful too.

After closing the door behind them, I follow their slow progress down the stairs. Chloe’s voice is a soft, sweet murmur as she reassures her dad. But the whole way down, tension grips my neck and shoulders. I’m a man of action, standing back, unable to act, to do, to fix things isn’t easy for me.

By the time we get to the bottom, Rick’s mouth is tight with pain, and as we step outside, Phillip jumps out to open the car door. Chloe maneuvers her father inside, then glances at me over her shoulder, her expression questioning.

“I’ll sit in the front,” I tell her.

Brow furrowed, she opens her mouth, a protest on the tip of her tongue.

Before she can voice it, I point to the open door. “Sit with your father, Chloe. Believe it or not, it isn’t the first time I’ve sat in the front of a car. I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

She rewards me with a soft smile that hits me low in my gut. “Thank you.”

Before I can open the passenger door, Phillip does it for me.

His grin is a little too wide for my liking.

“I’m capable of opening a door by myself, you know.” Rather than deter him, my terse tone only makes his grin grow even wider.

The drive to Rick’s doctor is short. Thank fuck for that, too, because every time I turn to see how Chloe and her dad are faring in the back, Rick’s face is pale, and his eyes are closed. Chloe meets my gaze each time, her eyes shadowed with a worry that lodges heavily in my throat.

And that’s a problem. My goal at the start of her employment was to maintain professional distance between us, yet here I am, compelled to help her today and filled with concern for her dad—and her. Clearly, I’ve already seriously misstepped.

I tell myself that I’ll help them get inside, and then I’ll leave them to it. But after we arrive, and I’ve escorted them to the reception, after Chloe mouths thank you and disappears with her dad through the door of the doctor’s office, I find myself staying.

I sit on one of the plastic chairs in the waiting room, lean forward, and rest my elbows on my knees.

My mind lingers on Chloe, on the soft way she speaks to her father, how gentle she is with him. How she handles working for me and looking after him with genuine warmth and grace.

That thought triggers a tightness in my chest, along with an unexpected surge of protectiveness—especially knowing I nearly forced her out of the position as my assistant. The notion of her working for someone else, someone like Roger Haverscombe, and the things he might expect of her, has tension ratcheting up my spine.

Twenty minutes later, the door opens, and Chloe walks out on her own. When she catches sight of me, surprise flashes across her face.

She sinks down on the chair beside me with a long sigh. “I didn’t think you’d still be here.”

I straighten. “I wanted to make sure your dad was okay before I left.”

Her smile is small but genuine. “Dr. Clarke gave him steroid injections. He’s lying down in one of the appointment rooms until they kick in.”

“How long does that usually take?”

“About an hour.” She slumps against the back of the chair.

I nod. I have to get to the office. I called Tate to step in for me with my highest priority meetings this morning, but Cole is still out on paternity leave, and I can’t afford to leave Tate juggling it all on his own for too long.

Chloe probably senses the direction of my thoughts. “It’s all right. Dad will be feeling a lot better soon. We can take an Uber home.”

I shake my head. “I’ll send Phillip back for you.”

When I stand, she jumps up too, taking a step closer.

“You don’t have to do that. We’ll be okay.”

From this close, her skin looks even softer and more luminous, and I do something I know I shouldn’t. Something I’ll probably regret later. But all logic is drowned out by an urge I can’t resist.

Taking her chin between my thumb and forefinger, I tip it up until our gazes lock. “I know you’ll be okay. You’ve been okay this whole time. But I’ll send Phillip back for you anyway.” With that, I drop my hand, but not before I let my fingers graze the satin skin of her jaw.

Her eyes widen in response, and she opens her mouth, probably to protest again.

Before she can, I take half a step closer. “Don’t argue with me, Miss Callahan.”

A long beat of silence stretches on, broken only by our breaths. Then she gives me a tilted smile. “Chloe,” she reminds me softly. “And thank you, Roman. I really appreciate your help.”

There’s a twisting sensation behind my ribs, and I slide my hands into my pants pockets to keep from touching her again. “You don’t have to thank me. I’m not that much of a hard-hearted bastard, am I?”

“No.” She slowly scans my face. “No. You’re not.”

We stay like that for too long, the air around us too thin. Without my permission, my eyes drift to her mouth, to the soft pink of her lips, but I quickly force myself to look away.

I can do this one small thing for her. It doesn’t have to be more than a kind gesture.

I can blur one line without blurring more.

Because that’s as far as it’ll ever go.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


ROMAN


Blue-green eyes search mine, wide and imploring. Soft pink lips part on an indrawn breath as I grasp her by the nape and pull her close, my mouth hovering over hers.

Her scent, honey and vanilla, is intoxicating. I’m drunk on her, my body hard and wanting. I need to know if she tastes as good as she smells.

She’s so close. The heat of her body seeps into me, warming me. I lower my head and⁠—

I’m wrenched from the dream, my subconscious pulling through, thank fuck. But even though the vision clears from my head, the memory of Chloe’s scent lingers. Not to mention the damn hard-on.

Fuck.

I swing my legs over the side of the mattress, plant my elbows on my thighs, and drop my head into my hands.

This has to stop.

With a grunt, I push myself up and stalk to my en suite bathroom. I need a cold fucking shower.

This isn’t the first time I’ve dreamed about Chloe. And I doubt it will be the last.

Under the rainwater showerhead, I scrub my hands over my face and let the water beat down on me. All the while, I grit my teeth, using all my strength to resist taking myself in hand and relieving the pressure in my dick. That’s a damn slippery slope.

I need to get fucking laid.

Once I’m dressed for work—for another day of fighting the temptation to dwell on visions of silky hair, flushed cheeks, and those smiles that I want to see more of—I pick up my phone and type out a message.

The reply is immediate. If only it made me feel even a modicum better. Later, I tell myself. Tonight, I’ll work off some steam. Afterward, the ability to focus on work while in the proximity of my too-attractive, completely off-limits assistant will return.

All day, I avoid summoning her to my office any more than absolutely necessary. The last thing I want when I meet up with Gemma tonight is thoughts of Chloe clouding my head. Gemma is a model, and someone I’ve had a casual arrangement with in the past. If anyone can get my mind off the woman who’s been haunting it, it’s her.

Two hours after I send Chloe home for the day, I’m sitting in a booth in a Manhattan bar with Gemma next to me. She’s as gorgeous as ever, with long blond hair and cool blue eyes. Her slinky black dress fits her like a glove, with straps so thin, I’ll be lucky if I don’t snap them while I peel the garment off her once I get her back to her place.

I take another sip of whiskey and inhale deeply as I set my glass on the table. “What have you been up to since we last…”

“Fucked?” Wearing a seductive smile, she coyly traces her finger around the rim of her wineglass. “I’ve had shows in Paris and Milan. I haven’t been back in New York long. I’m glad you messaged me.” She squeezes my thigh and leans closer. “I’ve missed this.”

I bring my whiskey to my mouth, this time for much more than a sip, and turn to look at her, waiting for the kick of lust in my gut.

Without taking her eyes off me, she takes a slow sip of wine then licks her plump lips. “Mmm, delicious.”

Instead of making my cock hard, all I can think about is Chloe biting into a slice of pizza in my office. The way she turned me on without even trying.

“Where are we going for dinner?” Gemma asks. “I haven’t been to Trio’s in ages. Or what about that new Japanese fusion restaurant? Everyone I know has been trying to get into it, but you can make it happen. There’ll probably be paparazzi out front too.” She says that last part without a hint of shame.

I tap my thumb against my whiskey glass, irritation tightening the back of my neck. “I thought we could grab a pizza.”

Her mouth drops open on a huff. “You’re joking, right? You know I can’t eat pizza. And why would you want to when we could be eating oysters at Trio’s?”

I’m not craving pizza by any means, so I’m not sure why I suggested it.

“Or,” she says, her voice lowering to a purr, “We could get a suite and order room service.”

She knows I won’t take her back to my penthouse, and she’s never seemed to mind. Especially not when I take her to one of the King Group hotels. After all, they’re known for their luxurious suites and fine dining room service.

I should take her up on that offer. I don’t have much interest in making small talk over oysters when we both know what this date is about.

Yet instead of guiding her out of the booth and into my car, I flag down a server and order another round of drinks.

Gemma sags against the seat with a pout. “You know you don’t have to get me drunk, right?”

“One more drink,” I tell her. I’m stalling, and for all the wrong reasons.

Gemma slides in closer to me, her long leg pressing against mine. One slender hand slides up my chest, then she finger-walks her way up to the knot of my tie while she presses her lips against the side of my neck.

The way she flicks her tongue over my skin should elicit at least a slight response. So should the breathy moan she lets out. Especially since I’ve been celibate for the better part of a year. I should be dying to sink into her. I should be anxious to take her home, strip that dress off her, and bend her over the nearest flat surface.

But the floral scent floating around me—not honey and vanilla—is anything but intoxicating. The half-lidded eyes fixed on me are glacier blue, not the color of a tropical ocean, and her hair is too gold, too bright, not the soft sheen of moonlight.

When I don’t react, she pulls back, expression hardening a fraction, and taps her long red nails against the wooden tabletop. “I saw Katherine last week.”

“Did you?” I keep my tone flat, hoping, for her sake, that she gets the hint.

“She looks good.”

I don’t answer. Apparently, Gemma’s emotional IQ is on the lower end.

“I told her that too. She didn’t return the sentiment.” Her laugh lacks humor. “You’d think she’d be less catty. You’ve been divorced over a decade, for fuck’s sake.”

My next sip of whiskey goes down harshly. I’ve wanted nothing to do with Katherine since our divorce, but that hasn’t stopped her from periodically trying to rekindle our relationship.

That’s never going to happen.

“Apparently she’s dating Roger Haverscombe.”

That gets my attention. Jaw locked, I turn to look at her. “Is she now?”

Obviously happy to have finally gotten a reaction from me, she smiles and tosses back her hair, exposing her long, elegant neck. “She kept saying Haverscombe Industries is going to be the next big thing in luxury real estate development.”

I snort. Katherine always did want to be with the top dog. I guess she hasn’t realized yet that Roger is never going to be that man.

I drain the rest of my whiskey and set the glass on the table with a thump.

“Mmm, all done?” She strokes her hand over my dick. “I can’t wait to get you alone. I’m going to make you feel so good.”

Maybe she would. But my body isn’t the least bit interested in what she’s offering. Not even when I twist my hand in her hair and pull her head back, making her gasp. Her lips part and her pupils dilate, and still nothing.

Because all I can see is Chloe. Chloe’s lips parted, waiting for mine. Chloe’s eyes begging me to touch her, Chloe’s hair gripped in my fist.

Fuck.

I let Gemma go, along with the notion of fucking my assistant out of my system. At least for tonight. At least with Gemma.

“I’m sorry, but tonight’s not going to work out. I have to get back to the office.”

She jerks back, eyes wide. “What? You invited me here, and now you’re going back to your office?”

I pin her with my gaze. “I am. I’m sorry if that upsets you. That wasn’t my intention. I’ll call the concierge at the Manhattan King International and tell them to reserve a suite in your name. Room Service is on me.”

“And if I invite someone to join me?” She challenges me archly.

Standing, I adjust my cuffs. “Tell him the steak provolone is exquisite.”

As I turn, I pull out my phone and text Phillip. He’s parked only a block away, so within minutes, I’m sliding into the back seat.

“Where to, Mr. King?”

I consider going back to the office, but for once, losing myself in work doesn’t appeal to me. “Take me home, Phillip.”

“You are full of surprises these days.”

“Surprises?”

He chuckles. “Pizza, donuts, leaving your date early. Not to mention going home instead of to the office. What’s next?”

I meet his eyes in the rearview mirror. “No more surprises.”

And no more letting Chloe get under my skin.

I mean it. All of it. Until I’m in my shower again, this time washing off the floral scent of Gemma’s perfume. There’s no stopping the fantasy that hits me, the one where it’s Chloe’s scent on my skin instead.

Just that is enough to have my dick swelling.

Just this once.

I wrap my fingers around my shaft and grip hard. When I close my eyes, I picture her on her knees in front of me. The water would make her pale blond hair slide like a silk ribbon down the smooth skin of her back. Her long lashes would be wet and spiked as she looked up at me, those ocean eyes of hers full of need.

That’s all it takes to make me harder than I’ve been in as long as I can remember. When the image of the water running over her full breasts, nipples hard and begging for my touch hits me, my balls draw up tight. And the thought of using my thumb to press past her bee-stung lips and tug her jaw open for me? Fuck, it makes my whole body go rigid.

My breathing is harsh, my blood pounding in my ears. With one hand braced on the wall of the shower, I work my dick harder, faster, heat searing up my spine. In my mind I tell her to give me her tongue, and in response, her pupils flare with desire.

That’s all I need. My balls contract, my abs spasm, and my cock jerks in my hand as I pump out my release in harsh, wrenching spurts, painting the tiled floor of my shower. My thighs are shaking by the time it’s over. Holy fuck. I’ve never come that hard just from fucking my own hand.

Head lowered, I let the hot water wash over me—let it wash away the evidence of my misdeed.

Even as my breathing slows, my fingers curl into fists. That’s the one and only time I’ll let myself imagine Chloe when I come.

That’s what I tell myself, anyway, even if, deep down, I worry I’ve already lost my footing on that slippery slope.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHLOE


Grinning, Sophie leans in, her shoulder bumping mine. “You’ve got a little…” She pretends to wipe the corner of her mouth.

All three King brothers are here for the monthly board meeting, as well as Sophie and Cole’s assistant Samson.

Dammit. I guess I’ve been watching Roman a little too intently. He’s sitting back in his chair at the head of the table, his mercury eyes narrowed and his thumb running back and forth under his full lower lip as the CFO presents the details of the King Group’s financial strategy.

It’s the way he exudes command, even when silent, that I’ve been admiring. His presence is like a force that fills the room, drawing the focus of every person here. Then there’s his thick, dark hair, his piercing gaze, and the way his suit jacket fits so snugly over his shoulders. Apparently, I haven’t been subtle about my assessment.

Lips pressed together, I consider flat out denying my fixation, but Sophie beats me to it.

“Not that I blame you,” she whispers. “That man is fine.”

“He’s very good-looking,” I murmur, leaving it at that. Over the last couple of months, Sophie and I have become friends. We have lunch together most days, and she’s quizzed me extensively about my dating life—or the lack of it—even offering to set me up with one of her brothers. An offer I politely refused.

She lets out a quiet snort at my gross understatement, but, blessedly, she lets the subject drop. Though the reprieve doesn’t last long. When the meeting is over, we all file out. Roman, Cole, and Tate lead the group, and if the sight of those three men side by side isn’t enough to make any red-blooded woman a little weak at the knees, I don’t know what is.

Sophie, clearly sensing the direction my thoughts have veered—again—angles her head toward mine as we walk. “Come on. You can’t tell me you haven’t had a fantasy or two about him throwing you down on his desk during a late-night meeting.”

“Did you, with Tate before he got engaged?” I toss back at her.

She merely laughs. “Before Violet, Tate was too much of a playboy for me. Give me the quiet, intense type like Roman any day of the week.” Brow cocked, she looks from them to me again. “He’s so reserved, but I’m pretty sure that when he finally lets go, he does real damage. Like a wild animal that will ravage you absolutely senseless and ruin you for any other man.” She lets out a dreamy sigh.

I swallow past my dry throat, because I’ve had that very same thought.

Every facet of Roman is controlled, reserved. Like a wild beast pacing back and forth inside a cage. He looks contained, but the moment someone unlocks the door, he’ll be on them like a feral animal.

What would it be like? For him to unleash himself on me? What would it be like to be pressed into the mattress by his big body? What exactly would it take to unlock that door?

Though I try my best not to let it happen, more and more, my mind has drifted to thoughts of him stripping off his jacket and loosening his tie, all while watching me with hungry gray eyes. I imagine him, shirt untucked and unbuttoned, prowling toward me like a big jungle cat intent on finding its next meal.

And that meal would be me.

My stomach clenches. Oh god, why, why, why does he have to be so gorgeous? Things have gotten even worse since he took off his stained shirt in his office, putting all that smooth skin, those taut muscles, and defined abs on display. Not to mention that oh-so-enticing V of muscle that dipped into his pants. The sight of that alone made me ache to trace the line of it with my fingers to discover where it leads.

And when he picked Dad and me up to take us to Dr. Clarke’s office? When he touched me and told me he knew we’d be okay, but he was going to send Phillip back for us anyway? I felt cared for. I felt safe.

Secret crush on my boss or not, I can’t be distracted at work.

“I can feel you worrying from here,” Sophie says. “It’s fine. Your ogling is discreet. Almost as discreet as his.”

Breath catching, I whip my head in her direction. “What?”

Ahead of us, Roman glances over his shoulder, his gaze raking over me in a way that has my skin buzzing. The perusal only lasts the space of a few heartbeats before he turns away again.

“Yeah, like that.” She lets out a giggle. “Haven’t you noticed?”

I shake my head. “That’s just the way he looks at people. He’s… you know, intense.”

“He’s never looked at me that way,” she says, brow arched. “If he did, my panties would probably spontaneously explode.”

I roll my eyes. “I think my panties are safe.”

“Well, that’s a damn shame.”

We both laugh. This time earning a look from Roman and Tate.

I don’t care, though. It’s nice to laugh. Between my job and Lola’s role as a new mother, we haven’t chatted as much lately, and there are some things I can’t talk to Dad about. How sexy my boss is sits at the top of that list.

“Did you get the save-the-date email for the annual King Group gala?” Sophie asks.

“I saw it in my inbox this morning but just skimmed it. It’s not for a couple of months, though, right?”

“Uh-huh. We’ll get a formal invitation closer to the date.” She clasps her tablet to her chest. “I can’t wait. I love getting dressed up and being wined and dined. Especially since it’s supporting a good cause.”

“So you’re definitely going?”

“Absolutely. We can go together since we’re both single.”

Warmth swells unexpectedly. A night out with Sophie would be a nice break from my day-to-day. “It has been a while since I’ve gotten dressed up.”

“There’ll be a few speeches and an auction. Then plenty of free drinks, delicious food, and dancing. Not to mention all the men dressed up in tuxedos.” She wiggles her brows at me.

Immediately, a picture of Roman in a fitted black tuxedo floats through my head, and my face heats.

Sophie leans closer. “Exactly. It will feed your fantasies for the rest of the year.” With a wink, she heads toward her desk outside Tate’s office.

I continue to my own, and once I’m sitting, I pull up the email for the gala. It looks like I’ve got ten weeks to find a dress and line Susan up to look in on Dad for the evening.

Smiling at the thought of a night out on the town, I pull up the file I’m working on and start updating it.

I’m on a roll, lost in my work a few hours later, when Roman appears at his office door. “Chloe, I need you in here, please.” He turns on his heel without waiting for a response and disappears.

When I find myself running my fingers through my hair, I roll my eyes again. This time at myself. Despite what Sophie says, Roman doesn’t care what I look like. Since that moment at the doctor’s office, he’s gone back to being strictly professional.

Still, as I take my seat in front of his desk, aware of how his attention is fixed on me, I’m overly conscious of the way I sit, of the way my clothes fit my body, the way my breaths are coming a little faster than warranted.

“There’s a major international green technology expo being held in Nice, France, in two weeks,” he says. “I’ve been invited to make a speech on the King Group’s integration of green technologies. And EcoTech will be showcasing some of their latest innovations. I’d like to arrange a meeting with the CEO while we’re there. It’ll be an excellent opportunity to bolster our bid to acquire them.”

“Okay,” I say, tapping out notes on my tablet. “If you give me the details, I’ll make the bookings for you.”

He nods. “The plan will be to fly in early the first morning, stay one night, and leave after my speech on the second day. Make sure you book our rooms on the same floor.”

My gaze shoots up to meet his. Our? Are his brothers attending with him. Or does he mean… him and me?

I’m still blinking at him in confusion when a hint of humor curls his lips. “There’ll be a lot going on while we’re there. I’ll need you to keep track of meetings and itinerary changes, as well as take notes and attend some of the talks and demonstrations I can’t make it to.”

He wants me to go to France with him?

The thought of flying overseas and staying the night at a hotel with him sends a swift rush of blood through my veins. It heats my skin, but with any luck, doesn’t turn it pink. The last thing I want is for him to know the idea flusters me.

“You do have your passport, don’t you?”

“Yes. I went to Canada for a week with my friend a few years back.” Thank god Lola insisted we go for a quick girls’ trip before she got married.

One dark brow rises. “And that’s the only time you’ve been out of the country?”

I purse my lips. “Apart from that all-expenses paid trip to Europe that I went on in my vast amount of spare time last year, you mean?”

That seductive mouth quirks. “That didn’t come out the right way. It wasn’t a criticism.” His expression turns serious. “I understand the position you’ve been in, and I realize you probably haven’t had the time or means to travel.” He assesses me, his jaw working. “Looking after your dad the way you have been, it’s… admirable. I was wrong to believe you were too young to do this job effectively. I underestimated you—your dedication. I won’t do it again.”

My pulse stumbles, then quickens as I process his admission. “Th-thank you.”

He clears his throat, drumming his fingers on his desk. “How is your dad anyway?”

A genuine smile creeps across my face. “He’s doing okay. I’ve been able to take him out more since they finally fixed our elevator. It’s been out of order for months, so getting up and down the stairs has been tough for him. And he’ll start a new treatment soon. With any luck, it’ll help.”

His fingers pause mid-tap, his expression flickering for a moment, something unreadable passing over it. It’s gone too quickly for me to catch, replaced by his usual composed demeanor.

“I’m glad to hear that,” he says evenly. “Can I ask who takes care of your dad when you work overtime?”

“I pay a neighbor to look in on him.” A sudden thought occurs to me, and I rush to add, “If you’re concerned I won’t be able to travel with you, I can make sure⁠—”

“No. I’m not concerned. And I don’t want you to be either. Since you’ll be accompanying me for business and may need to work significant overtime in the future, the King Group will provide a home care nurse to help with your father.”

The air leaves my lungs in a rush, and I gape at him. “But that’s… Do you mean under the company health insurance? It doesn’t cover parents. I checked when I started here.”

He frowns. “Sounds like we need to make a change to that. But no, what I mean is that since I need you to be available at all times, I don’t want you to have to rely on your neighbor’s availability, I’ll have your employment contract modified to include provision of care.”

My heart pumps so hard, I’m suddenly lightheaded. Is he seriously offering to have the company pay for someone to look after Dad? A trained professional at that? A nurse who is much more likely to be sympathetic, who’ll treat him with care? I should protest. Tell him I don’t need charity. But I refuse to let my pride get in the way of anything that will help Dad.

“I don’t…” My throat tightens, and embarrassingly, tears spring to my eyes. I do my best to blink them away. “Thank you, Roman.”

“I told you, there’s no need to thank me.” His voice is deeper, rougher, his attention set on my face. “The King Group has the resources, and I need you focused when you’re on the job.”

“Yes, of course. It’s just…” I swallow hard, my throat still tight. My reaction is silly. It’s probably a reminder to him that I’m young. But I can’t help it. I love my dad more than anything. I have never resented looking after him. But the thought of having help, of having a professional ease some of the worry, lifts a heavy weight off my shoulders. “I appreciate you.” I wet my lips. “I mean, what you’re doing for me and Dad. Thank you.”

His eyes glimmer, but his expression remains stoic. “You’re welcome.” He rubs his hand over his mouth. “We have a lot to do before the trip, along with the work we need to complete for the acquisition strategy, so we’ll have some long days ahead of us. Let’s get back to work, shall we?”

Despite my still-damp lashes, I can’t help but smile. It’s clear he’s not used to this kind of sentimentality.

And I’m going to France.

I bite my lip, doing my best to rein in my emotions. I’d give anything to rush around this big desk and hug him. Instead, I stand and clasp my hands together to keep them steady. “I’ll get started on your itinerary for the trip. So it’s two days and one night?”

He nods. “It’s a flying visit. I’m sorry there won’t be time for sightseeing this time.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay. I’m just happy to get the chance to go with you.” The words are barely out before my stomach sinks. “I-I mean, I’m looking forward to the experience,” I stammer.

Humor lights his eyes. “Good.” He picks up his pen and lowers his focus to his computer screen, so I take that as a signal to leave.

I return to my desk and sink into my chair with a sigh. A few short weeks ago I thought getting fired from Talon was a catastrophe. Now here I am, and all I can think is thank god for Geoff’s pettiness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


ROMAN


Sitting straight, I meet the eyes of the four men sitting opposite me in the conference room of Wright Construction’s new HQ building. “Are we all done here, gentlemen?”

There are nods all around. Like me, they’re probably wishing their day was ending after this meeting. It’s late afternoon, but with the dark clouds finally delivering the rain they promised this morning, it feels much later. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and there’s an occasional flash of lightning to brighten the dimness outside.

This is our final meeting before Wright Construction takes over managing the InnovaCore development. The contracts are all signed, and the lawyers have just left. Now all I want is to get out of here and back to King Plaza before the increasingly heavy rain brings traffic to a standstill.

Beside me, Chloe sits primly, her slender fingers poised over her tablet keyboard as she waits to see whether any of us will add to the conversation before we call it quits. Though I’ve made sure, as always, to not sit too close, I sense her all the same. Even with the space I’m careful to put between us, I’m concerned my attraction to her is obvious.

Though Ethan Dane—Wright’s VP of operations—hasn’t sensed it. Through most of the meeting, he’s been focused on her. With every minute that’s passed, more tension has built in my neck and shoulders. I caught his eye once and gave him a look that told him to take his mind off my assistant and put it back where it should be—on our business.

And for the most part, he has. Thank fuck.

Now I have to steel myself for the ride back across town, where I’ll do my best to not notice the way the dark gray fitted dress she’s wearing today rides up her thighs when she crosses her legs in the seat beside me.

Just the thought has a knot forming in my chest. How the hell am I going to ignore the effect she has on me while we’re in France? When we’re in the close quarters of my private jet, or when she’s on the other side of a hotel wall?

I mentally shake away the doubt. I’ll manage it. Just like I have for the last few months. Even if it’s getting more difficult every day. Maybe it would be easier if the attraction didn’t go both ways. But I’ve seen her looking at me too, when she thinks I’m not paying attention. How her stares linger and she bites her bottom lip. The way her pulse flutters at the base of her throat when she stands close to me. What she doesn’t realize is that when she’s in the room, I’m always paying attention.

With a heavy exhale, I nod at her to let her know we’re done, then stand and address the men at the table. “Thank you for doing business with the King Group.”

Sean Prescott, the CEO, stands as well, and the rest of his team joins him. “We’re looking forward to working with you, Roman.”

On autopilot, I put my hand on Chloe’s back to guide her out of the room. When the heat of her body through the thin material of her dress warms my palm, I pull away and reluctantly let it drop.

She continues to the door, but before I can follow, Sean rounds the table and approaches me with his hand held out.

“I’m glad you considered us,” he says with a grin. “I was certain you’d go with Haverscombe, since he used to be the King Group’s go-to for this kind of partnership.”

“We’re moving on from the way we used to do things. I’m looking forward to this new partnership, and I’m hopeful that it’ll be even more successful.” In my periphery, Ethan approaches Chloe where she’s waiting for me in the hallway.

My spine stiffens, and an unfamiliar burn smolders to life inside me. With a curt nod at Sean, who’s mid-reply, I stride out into the hallway. When I approach them, Ethan, who is standing too damn close to Chloe, smiles and hands her a business card.

I come to an abrupt stop too close behind her. The move is territorial—the way Ethan straightens and pulls his shoulders back tells me that—but it’s instinctive. It’s all I can do to restrain myself from wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against me.

The urge to stake a claim on a woman who isn’t mine—who will never be mine—is ridiculous.

Chloe shoots me a glance over her shoulder, her brow furrowing as she sees how close behind her I am.

“We’re leaving, Miss Callahan.”

Ethan grimaces at my tone, but schools his expression quickly and focuses back on Chloe. “That card has my personal cell number on it. Call me if you want to get together for a drink sometime.”

The guy’s got balls, I’ll give him that.

The base of my skull starts to pound at the thought of her going on a date with him. Of him touching her when I can’t.

“Thank you, I will,” she says, inspecting the card in her hand. There’s hesitation in her voice, like maybe she isn’t sure how to handle being asked out while she’s at work—or at least with her boss standing right behind her.

I’d also like to think it’s because she has no interest in Ethan. He might be relatively attractive in that preppy kind of way, but I can’t imagine him being her type.

She needs someone stronger than Ethan. A man who’ll look after her while she’s too busy looking after her dad to do it herself. Better still, a man who can look after both of them. One who can show her the world, who can give her everything she’ll ever need or want, because she’ll sacrifice those things to make sure others get theirs.

A man like me.

I grit my teeth. Clearly, my increasing obsession with my assistant is making me crazy. I have no business thinking shit like that. I’m the last man she needs.

A louder growl of thunder rattles the windows, shaking me out of my ridiculous thoughts. It’s time to get back to the office. Depending on the traffic, I might send Chloe straight home with Phillip from there. I don’t want her catching the bus or walking in this weather.

I lean in, tilting my head close to hers. “Let’s go.”

Without a word to Ethan, I follow Chloe to the elevators.

Once we’re inside, I press the down button, and as we start to descend, I step back until I’m standing next to her.

“That seemed to go well.” She smiles up at me.

“It did. If things go to plan, we may consider partnering with them on other⁠—”

The lights in the elevator flicker, drawing my focus up to them.

Chloe lets out a nervous laugh. “I hope it’s not going to⁠—”

The stainless-steel car shudders to a halt, and an instant later, the lights go out, plunging us into darkness.

Beside me, Chloe lets out a little shriek.

Immediately, I reach for her, my hand finding her trembling shoulder. “The backup system should come on any moment.”

“Okay,” she says, her voice shaky.

We wait in silence, but after several seconds, when it’s still pitch black and the elevator hasn’t moved, I feel around for the emergency call button. Pressing it does nothing. The whole system must be down.

“Why isn’t the backup system kicking in?” Chloe asks.

“If I had to hazard a guess,” I say with a frustrated sigh. “Bad timing. This is a brand-new building; the uninterrupted power supply probably hasn’t been calibrated properly yet.”

The blackness filling the small space is all-encompassing. She’s so quiet now that if I didn’t know better, I’d think I was alone. All I hear is the sound of my own breaths in my ears. “Chloe?”

“Yes.” Her voice is shaky again, the quiver stronger this time.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Her tone contradicts the sentiment.

Frowning, I turn toward her, my movements cautious so I don’t bump her. “Are you scared?”

The slight hesitation before she speaks is telling. “No. Of course not.”

That hint of fear in her voice has my stomach twisting.

“Chloe.”

She doesn’t respond. Shit. What’s keeping that far too distracting mouth of hers quiet? “Tell me what’s wrong, sweetheart.” The endearment falls from my lips unbidden.

She shuffles, the sounds far too loud in the silence. “When I was little, I got stuck in an old wardrobe, and it took Dad a while to find me. It’s stupid to be scared, I know, and typically, confined spaces aren’t too bad. It’s just when it’s dark as well…”

I reach toward where her voice is coming from and find her arm. “Come here,” I say gruffly, tugging her toward me.

She comes with no resistance, and after only a moment’s hesitation, I pull her into my arms and hold her trembling body tight. “It’s okay. They’ll have us out soon.” It’s probably unwise to hold her like this, but I’m beyond caring right now. Particularly when she tentatively slides her own arms under my jacket and loops them around my waist, then rests her head against my chest.

“Focus on my heartbeat,” I tell her. “Listen to it counting down until the lights go back on and we start moving again, okay?”

I smooth my hand up and down the curve of her back and inhale the sweet smell of her shampoo, all the while wondering who the hell has taken over my body. I’m not the comforting type. It takes more willpower than I’d like to admit to concentrate on her slowing breaths, on the way she relaxes into me, instead of the way her body feels against mine.

“How did you manage to get trapped inside a wardrobe?” I keep my tone light, hoping that getting her talking will help.

She exhales, her breath warming my skin through my shirt. “Dad was in his studio painting, and I was bored. So I asked Mom if she’d play hide and seek with me. She didn’t want to, but I pestered her until she agreed. I thought hiding in the wardrobe was a great idea, but when Mom didn’t come find me, I realized the door had closed all the way behind me, and I couldn’t open it from the inside. I panicked.”

“Why didn’t your mom find you?”

Her small laugh is mirthless. “She wasn’t even looking. She went outside so she could call a friend without being bothered by me. I guess she figured I’d eventually get sick of hiding and come out on my own. When Dad finally came out of his studio, he heard me screaming and found me right away.”

With anger swelling inside me, I tighten my arms around her. “How old were you?”

“Eight. Dad was so angry at Mom, but she laughed it off. Told me to find a better hiding place next time. Not that there was a next time. I don’t think I ever played hide and seek again.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, still smoothing my hand over her back. Apparently, neither of our moms were particularly nurturing.

“It’s okay.” She lets out another soft sigh, her hands pressing into me, almost as if she’s subconsciously trying to draw me closer.

And fuck if I don’t want to get closer.

Here in the blanket of darkness, it’s just us. Hidden away from the world, it’s far too easy to forget why I shouldn’t be holding her, why there can never be more than this.

And it’s far too easy to forget what kind of man wanting more makes me.

After all, what’s another blurred line in the long list I promised myself I’d never cross?

Despite my better judgment, I slide my hand up underneath her hair and curve it around the back of her neck, relishing the smooth, warm skin beneath my palm.

A shiver runs through her, but she doesn’t stiffen, and she doesn’t attempt to pull away.

If anything, she presses closer.

I inhale, breathe in honey and vanilla, lose my mind a little.

When I tighten my grip, she lets out the tiniest whimper.

“Roman,” she whispers. It’s not a question. It’s not a protest. The two syllables are pure need.

It’s wrong. I’m crossing far too many lines. Even so, the urge to do what I’ve wanted to do since the moment I saw her is too strong. So I wrap the thick length of her hair around my fist and tug her head back. I can’t see her, but I can feel her, I can hear her. Her body is pliant against mine, her breaths coming in shallow pants. It’s easy to picture her soft lips parted, waiting for me. I’ve done it far too many times already.

The dark shields us from the reality of what’s happening between us.

I’m not reckless. I never lose control. But I’m on the edge of it now. My cock is hard and throbbing, pressing against her stomach. There’s no way she can’t feel it, but she doesn’t draw away.

My blood pulses through my veins in a violent rush and every sense is focused on Chloe. I want to taste her. I want her bare skin against mine. I want to hear her moaning my name.

And for once, I’m not thinking about anything else.

She clutches my shirt, and I splay my free hand over the small of her back, using it to drag her body flush against mine.

As I lower my head, her increasingly ragged breaths wash over my lips. Anticipation is a hot spark up my spine.

Between one heartbeat and the next, there’s a jolt, then the lights flicker. We freeze, still wrapped around one another for an instant. But as the lighting stabilizes and our surroundings are fully illuminated again, we quickly break apart.

As the elevator jerks and begins its descent once more, I can’t help but drink her in. Her cheeks are pink, and her hair is mussed from my hand. Wide eyes search mine in fast, dazed flicks.

Then her expression shutters, and she rubs her palms against her skirt. “That was a mistake.”

Every part of me demands that I tell her she’s wrong.

All except my head. And it’s my head that’s back in control now.

Before I have a chance to respond, the elevator stops, and the doors slide open. She quickly brushes past me and steps out into the foyer, where a group of men wearing concerned expressions are hovering.

I follow her out and snap at them. “What the hell happened?”

One turns to me, his eyes going wide. “Mr. King. I’m so sorry. A lightning strike short-circuited a sub-station.”

“And the backup power?”

“We’re recalibrating the system now.”

With a grunt, I stalk after my assistant. “Chloe.”

She stops at the exit, staring out at the still-torrential rain for a second before turning to face me. “The weather⁠—”

“I’m not worried about the weather.” I pull out my phone and message Phillip, asking him to meet us out front, then usher her through the door, guiding her to a dry space underneath an awning where we can’t be seen from inside.

I shift closer, studying her expression. “What’s going on in your head right now?”

She wets her lips, her gaze sliding away from mine. “You were trying to comfort me, and things went too far. I promise it won’t happen again, Mr. King.”

I might have regained control, but holding onto it is harder than it should be. “It’s Roman,” I growl. “What happened is not your fault. But you’re right, it won’t happen again. I won’t allow myself to lose control again, I promise you that.” I take a deep breath and force myself to continue. “If I made you uncomfortable⁠—”

She shakes her head quickly. “You didn’t. I understand the situation. I…” Head angled back, she looks skyward for a moment, then meets my gaze again. “It’s not like I didn’t respond.”

I curl my hands into fists in an effort not to drag her to me again—to find out how well she’d respond to all the things I could do to her.

She labeled our encounter correctly, though. It was a mistake. One that takes me a step too close to becoming someone I don’t want to be.

The knowledge has ice trickling into my veins. But even that does nothing to quell the fire still leaping and sparking deep in my gut. The burn that tells me that if I were in that situation again, I’d do the same fucking thing over. If those lights hadn’t come on, I would have done more.

Raking a hand through my hair, I lock my gaze on her face. When I speak, my voice is rough. “I need you to know I didn’t hire you for that. I never intended for it to happen.”

Understanding blooms in her eyes, and she reaches out, her touch gentle against my arm. “I know that.” Then, as if to ease the tension, she gives me a hint of a smile. “You didn’t want to hire me at all.”

That beguiling expression heats my chest while simultaneously causing unease to slice into it. Because the warmth washing over me feels like more than lust. It’s a heat that feels… dangerously addictive.

Before I can allow that thought to sink in, Phillip pulls up and breaks the spell. I gesture at him to stay in the car, since the rain is still coming down hard, then I strip off my jacket.

“Hold this over your head,” I tell Chloe.

“But you’ll get soaked.”

“I’ll live.” I stare at her until she takes the jacket and lifts it above her.

“You know you could join me under here.”

I could. But for my jacket to cover us both, I’d have to get close. I’d have to slide my arm around her waist and pull her into me. And that’s too damn dangerous.

“Just go. Before the weather gets even worse.”

Without another moment of hesitation, she takes off. I follow, my shirt getting instantly drenched. Because Chloe’s wearing heels, I overtake her and open the car door for her.

She slides in, and I climb in right behind her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


CHLOE


Oh, god.

The press of his hardness against me lingers, and the delicious ache that bloomed between my thighs the moment he wrapped his hand in my hair in that elevator still throbs. As if my body has been waiting all this time for him to do just that.

And now his pale blue shirt is soaked, sticking to his skin, revealing every detail of the sleek muscles below. His dark hair clings to him, one inky curl falling over his forehead.

I itch to reach out and brush it back, but the move would be reckless. Risky.

He said it himself; it was a loss of control. We were in a dark, confined space. He was comforting me, and things got out of hand. That’s all. I can’t read anything more into it.

And I shouldn’t want to.

But a part of me, a far too large part, wonders what might have happened if the lights hadn’t come back on when they did. Would he have kissed me? Touched me? Slid those long, capable fingers up my thighs and under my dress?

A shiver works its way through me, my nipples rasping against the suddenly too-thin material of my bra and dress.

When I let myself look at him, his eyes are fixed on me, his focus dipping to my chest, pale gray irises darkening to the color of the storm clouds outside. The assessment sends a slow pulse of heat through me.

“Are you cold?” His voice is rough around the edges.

I latch on to the excuse rather than letting on just how acutely the memory of his touch is affecting me. “A little.” Although I didn’t get anywhere near as wet as he did, the rain still dampened my dress, making it cling to my thighs.

He takes his jacket from the seat next to me and drapes it around me, his hands skating over my shoulders and down my arms before he sits back. The rain didn’t make it through the high-quality lining, so the heavy garment quickly morphs into a warm cocoon around me. It smells like him. Dark and intoxicating. I want to pull it closer, bury my nose in the collar, and breathe him in.

Instead, I wrap my arms around myself and turn to the window, resisting the urge to keep looking at him.

When we get back to the office, Phillip pulls the car into the underground garage. Roman gets out first, then holds his hand out to me. His fingers are warm around mine, but he drops them as soon as I’m steady on my feet. While we wait for the elevator, I slip his jacket off my shoulders and hold it out for him.

“Thank you. It kept me warm.”

“I’m glad.” He takes it from me and shrugs it on, covering his still-wet shirt, just as the elevator opens. I should be nervous considering what transpired during our last ride, but my mind is too full of him.

“When we get upstairs,” he says, looking straight ahead as we start ascending. “Grab your purse. Phillip’s going to take you home.”

I check my watch. “But it’s not even five.” A rock forms in my stomach. Is he angry at me?

Am I fired?

As if he can sense my panic, he faces me, the tension around his jaw softening. “The weather’s getting worse,” he says gently. “I don’t want you out in it.”

The rock in my stomach explodes into a kaleidoscope of butterflies. “Are you going home?”

He smirks, a little curl of his lips that’s becoming more familiar. “I think you know me better than that, Miss Callahan.”

I should try to get things back to normal after our almost-kiss, so I give him a smile. “It’s Chloe. And you’re right, I do. What was I thinking?”

He searches my expression, lingering a little too long on my mouth. My body hums with awareness and I almost sway forward. Before I can, thank god, the elevator comes to a halt, and with a ding, the doors sweep open.

He holds out one arm to let me exit in front of him.

Once we get back to his office, rather than collect my things, I pull my tablet out of my bag and sit at my desk. But Roman braces his hands on top of it and leans forward.

“I wasn’t kidding, Chloe. I want you to go home. Phillip’s waiting for you.”

My stomach flips. “I don’t feel right leaving early.”

His brows lower, as does his voice. “I don’t want to have to worry about you.”

The intensity with which he’s looking at me has me questioning whether he’s talking about tonight, with the weather the way it is, or if he means he doesn’t want to have to worry about me at all. Or maybe… maybe he doesn’t want to worry about me after what happened in the elevator.

As much as that moment was unprofessional and wrong, the idea that he thinks it might cause a problem between us makes my throat tighten. So rather than protesting further, I nod, pull my purse from the locked bottom drawer of my desk, and force out some hopefully professional-sounding words. “I’ll work on the arrangements for France from home.”

I stand, the move causing him to back up and give me room to round my desk. As unwelcome tears prick at the backs of my eyes, I keep my face averted to hide the reaction and hustle down the corridor toward the elevators. I shouldn’t feel so hurt. Roman is right; we need to put our moment of craziness behind us. But I have no idea how I’m going to do that.

When the elevator doors open to the garage level, I start toward the car waiting for me. Halfway there, I remember that I was supposed to pull the EcoTech due diligence file for Roman to look over tonight.

I detour to the driver’s window, and as Phillip lowers it, I clasp my hands in front of me. “I’m sorry, do you mind waiting a few more minutes? I forgot to do something upstairs.”

He grins. “No problem. I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

When I get back to my desk, I pull the file, then make my way to his office and knock softly on his door. There’s no answer, and when I try the handle, it’s still locked. He probably went to see one of his brothers. I tap in the code and push my way in, set on leaving the file on his desk. As I near it, I’m distracted by the light shining from the partially open door at the far end of the room—the one that opens into his luxurious private bathroom.

As if I’ve lost complete control of my senses, instead of calling out and making sure he’s not in there, I step forward, just enough so I can get a glimpse inside.

At the sight on the other side of the door, a blaze of electric heat sears through me. Roman is facing the sink, shirtless. His head is thrown back, while his belt is unbuckled, and his pants sit low on his hips. 

His right forearm flexes slowly and rhythmically.

Desire curls hot and heavy in my stomach. I’m not exactly sexually inexperienced, but I’ve never seen a man doing this in real life. I never thought I’d find it as entrancing as this—as arousing. His muscles move smoothly under his skin, and my body ignites in response. How would those muscles feel working like that under my fingertips? If I pressed my hands against his back? Slid them around and down over his abs? Slid them even lower? 

A need more potent than I’ve ever experienced builds low in my core, intensifying into a deep, insistent throb. I have to back away. I have to sneak out of here before he catches me. Before he realizes that I’ve seen him in this moment of vulnerability. But my legs are too shaky to force my frozen feet to move.

Unable to resist, I focus on his reflection in the mirror, drinking in the sight of his muscular chest and sculpted abs. The bulk of his body and his arm block most of my view, but the little I can see causes a sudden rush of wetness between my thighs. Roman’s erection is long and thick, straining up toward his belly button. The veins in his big hand bulge as he works it leisurely, as if he’s taking his time, drawing out his pleasure.

An image of being filled by him assaults me, along with a phantom sensation so visceral it causes a full-body shudder. God, I can only imagine what it would be like. How he would stretch me, how I’d relish every inch of him as he pushed inside. 

A moan threatens to escape me at the thought. Before it can, I snap my mouth shut, suddenly pulled back to myself in a rush of embarrassment. 

How am I still standing here?

I need to go. Now. 

His head is still tipped back, and it looks like his eyes are closed. If I can get out of here quietly enough, he’ll never have to know that I was watching him.

I take a single, silent step back, the pounding of my heart in my ears so loud it drowns out everything else. But then, almost as if he senses my presence, Roman’s heated stare locks onto mine in the mirror’s reflection. I freeze again, my heart slamming hard against my ribs.

I expect him to yell, to shove himself back in his pants and storm out to tell me off for my voyeurism. But instead, he merely slows his movements, his body still taut with purpose, his arm continuing its steady, deliberate flex, every movement just as precise and controlled as before.

His eyelids lower, his molten gaze unyielding as it holds mine. The unhurried rhythm of his motion draws every second out, each one winding my nerves tighter and tighter, until the dark, bass growl of his voice cuts through the charged silence.

“Stay or go, Chloe. Your choice.”

Embarrassment and arousal war for dominance in my veins. Every one of my breaths rasps and my palms are damp where they press into the file I’m clutching to my chest. But my feet refuse to move. I couldn’t drag myself away, even if I wanted to. And I don’t. Some untamed part of me, one that hasn’t been let loose in far too long, wants to see what he looks like when his control is stripped from him. When he’s not my boss, not a billionaire CEO. When he’s just a man giving in to his need.

Roman’s eyes narrow, and based on the clench of his jaw and the flush that rises on his cheekbones, he’s close. 

Still, neither of us looks away.

“Fuck, Chloe.” His voice is raw, his hips jolting forward as he climaxes. He throws his head back, the tendons in his neck straining, but a second later, he snaps it down so he can watch me in the mirror again, his eyes hungry and hooded. 

My core clenches helplessly in response, my inner walls clutching at nothing. A whimper breaks free before I can stop it. 

But as his movements slow to a stop, reality slams into me. I thought almost kissing him was bad. But this? Standing in his office, watching him come? It’s so much worse.

And while I watched him, he was watching me. My name was on his lips.

Heat blasts my cheeks. This is so, so wrong, even if what Roman just did is undeniably one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.

I spin and rush for the door. Halfway across the office, I’m stopped by the sound of his voice.

It’s still a little husky, but back in control. “Chloe.”

I grind to a halt and reluctantly turn, focusing on his mouth instead of meeting his eye. I expect it to be pressed into a thin line of anger, for him to finally lose his temper, to yell, to fire me.

But his jaw is relaxed, almost soft, if you can call anything about Roman soft. “Leave the file on my desk.”

I give a jerky nod, still not meeting his gaze. Then I speed walk to his desk, practically throw the file down on it, and make for the door.

After closing it behind me, I let myself sag against the wood for a second before I sprint to the elevator. The backs of my eyes sting the whole way down. I fight back the tears, determined not to let Phillip see how close I am to losing it.

On the drive home, and for the rest of the evening, what I witnessed plays on repeat in my head. And when I finally crawl into bed, I can’t help myself. I’m desperate to relieve the tension that’s been bottled up inside me for the last few hours.

Was he thinking about me as he touched himself? Was he imagining what might have happened in the elevator if the lights had stayed off? He said my name as he orgasmed, but was it only because I was standing there?

Closing my eyes, I slide my fingers between my slippery folds and find my already swollen and sensitive clit. I pull up an image of him with his shirt off, his arm flexing. Only this time, when I picture him looking down and catching me watching him, he doesn’t tell me to stay or go and he doesn’t just watch me back. In my fantasy, he calls me over in that low, dark voice of his. He tells me that, since I enjoy watching so much, I can have an up close and personal view.

And I walk over there without hesitation.

His smile is slow and sensuous, and when I reach him, he asks, “Is this what you want?”

“Yes,” I breathe out.

With a growl, he fists his hand in my hair, the same way he did in the elevator, drawing me to him. “On your knees.”

I do as he says, my heart racing, my body on fire.

“Good girl.” His usually pale gray eyes are dark as he looks down on me. “You’re going to look so pretty with your mouth full of my cock.”

Belly tightening, back arching, I come.

When I sag back against the mattress, limbs still shaking from the intensity of my orgasm, reality comes crashing back down on me. I groan, throwing an arm over my eyes. How the hell am I going to face him tomorrow?

Rolling onto my side, I glance at the glowing numbers on my bedside clock before curling up into a ball.

Looks like I’ll have plenty of time to figure out exactly how to pretend nothing happened.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


ROMAN


Istare down at the file on my desk. The one I’d forgotten I’d asked for.

I lost control. Twice in one day. I’d sent her home, then strode into my office, determined to lose myself in work and put her out of my mind. But her scent lingered on my jacket, sending me flashing back to that moment in the dark—to the sensation of her body pressed against mine, to the neediness in her voice when she breathed my name—and my dick stiffened and jerked in my pants. She’d gone home for the day, and there was no way I could concentrate with that memory in my head.

After the last time, I swore to myself that I wouldn’t jerk off to the thought of her again, and somehow, I’ve managed it. But with my cock hard, and her scent filling my head, I convinced myself that doing it just once more wouldn’t hurt. Once more to purge this addiction. I knew it was an excuse, even as I thought it. But there was no resisting the temptation.

So I locked my office and stripped off my jacket and shirt, then stalked to my bathroom without slowing to close the door behind me. Belt unbuckled, I yanked down my fly and fisted my dick. With one hand braced on the counter, I worked myself over, imagining all the filthy things I would do to Chloe if she weren’t my assistant. If she were just a woman I met at a bar one night.

I was close, so close, when some strange awareness, maybe just a damn vibration in the air, made me look up. When I found her watching, the rational part of me knew I should stop, but the part of me that wants what it shouldn’t have, the part that grows stronger every day, recognized the emotions on her face. Want. Desire.

So I gave her a choice. Go or stay. And fuck if my pretty little assistant didn’t stay. Right up until my release ripped through me and I orgasmed with my eyes fixed on hers.

I scrub my hands over my face.

Fuck.

How has it come to this? How have I lost control so completely? Over a damn woman I told myself I could resist with no problem. A woman I’ve somehow convinced myself I’m protecting.

I’ll talk to her tomorrow. Make sure she knows that what happened today, my horrendous slip in control, will never happen again.

But a few hours later, I’m at home, standing at the window, nursing a glass of whiskey and looking out at the city below me, thousands of lights glittering through the still-falling rain. And despite my best efforts, Chloe is still on my mind.

Maybe I need a reminder of why this is so fucking important. A reality check to cleanse me of this growing obsession. It’s worth a try, at least.

I pull out my phone and shoot off an email, then drain the rest of my whiskey, drop the glass off in the kitchen and head to my bedroom to change. Ten minutes later, I’m pounding out my excess energy on the treadmill set up to overlook Central Park. As raindrops smack rhythmically against the glass, I concentrate on the pump of my heart and the rasp of my breath and the trickle of my sweat. Trying my hardest not to think about the way Chloe’s cheeks flushed and her mouth parted as she watched me come with her name on my lips.
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Cancel my meeting with Cole and Tate this morning, please.




I send the message to Chloe at six a.m., then get dressed. After last night, I’m not sure how she’s going to respond. Maybe I should be less concerned. After all, she made the decision to stay and watch.

Regardless, tension builds inside me as I wait for her response. I crack my neck, dispelling a little of the strain there. Thank god it only takes a few minutes for her to respond.

Would you like me to reschedule?




A shot of relief rifles through me.

I’ll check in with them when I get into the office. It should be about 11 am.




The gray bubbles appear instantly.

Should I tell them you’re sleeping in?




I regard my phone, a reluctant smile pulling at my lips. After everything that happened yesterday, she’s joking with me.

They’d be as likely to believe you if you told them I was spending the morning at the zoo. Just tell them I have unwelcome business to attend to.




I pocket my phone, my smile fading as I head to the elevator. Since it services only my penthouse, I ride it uninterrupted all the way down to the garage. I’ll drive myself today. I always do when I visit Dad.

In minutes, I’m easing my titanium gray Aston Martin DB11 into the early-morning Manhattan traffic. It’s about seventy miles to the federal prison, which means a round trip of about three hours. I don’t mind. Despite having Phillip at my disposal around the clock, I enjoy driving, particularly on the open road. It gives me a chance to clear my head.

And today, my head really needs clearing. Losing sight of my priorities like I did yesterday is unacceptable.

After an hour and a half trip through the lush, green landscapes of upstate New York, I pull into the prison parking lot. The facility is surrounded by a fence topped with coiled barbed wire, a clear reminder of where I am. The main building is a sprawling structure of gray concrete, the small, barred windows breaking up the otherwise featureless walls. Because of the nature of Dad’s crime, he lucked out and resides in the adjacent minimum security satellite camp, which is significantly less oppressive.

Inside the low-slung brick building, I’m met with the stern stare of the security officer sitting behind bullet-proof glass.

“Identification and purpose of visit, please.”

I pass him my driver’s license. “I’m here to see Maxwell King.”

He scrutinizes my ID, then taps away at his computer. After a moment, he returns my card and hands me a visitor pass.

“Place your phone, keys, and all the contents of your pockets in the locker. Then pass through the metal detector.”

Having been through this process half a dozen times over the last three years, I quickly lock my phone and keys in the small metal locker behind me, then walk through the metal detector without incident.

“All good, Mr. King,” the man says. “Follow the blue line on the floor. It will lead you to the visitors’ room.”

I nod, clip the pass to my shirt, and make my way through the facility, slowing only to be buzzed through the few security doors along the way.

The visitors’ room is simple and functional. The walls are painted soft beige, as if the color choice can soften the reality of where we are. There are partitioned areas to allow at least the illusion of privacy, with cushioned chairs and small tables.

I choose a table, then wait until the guards escort Dad in. He’s wearing a dark green uniform, and the lines on his face look deeper than when I last saw him six months ago. The gray at his temples has spread quickly as well. He looks older. As if every month in here is the equivalent of a year on the outside.

He assesses me as he approaches, wearing the same condescending expression he used on me and my brothers when we were growing up. I’m not that teenage boy anymore, though. The one who spent too many years believing I needed to earn his approval. These days, that’s the last thing I want or need.

I don’t stand as he gets to the table, and I don’t move to shake his hand.

He doesn’t bother either. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” he asks with a barely concealed sneer as he pulls out the chair across from me and drops into it heavily.

Leaning back, I cross my arms over my chest. “Just thought it was time that I did my familial duty.”

He snorts. “What do you know about duty?”

The tension that’s plagued me all morning returns full force, the muscles in my neck and shoulders tightening, but I don’t physically react to his words. “Duty to my family name. Duty to the company. Those are the only lessons of value you ever taught me.”

“Is that what you call stealing the company out from under me? Duty?”

“You lost control of the company because of your own damn greed. But I’m not here to rehash that old story.”

He folds his arms over his chest, mimicking my posture, his eyes, the same pale gray as mine, narrowing. “Then why are you here?”

Good question. Why do I keep coming back? Tate never visits. Cole stopped after only a couple of trips, when he realized it was masochistic to force himself to spend time with the man in front of me. So why do I find myself sitting here again?

When I don’t answer, he leans forward. “You’re here because, what? You think you have something to gloat about? I still read the news. You’re going to run the King Group into the ground, and when the shit hits the fan and share prices crash, you’ll only have yourself to blame.”

I don’t rise to the bait. “Share prices are the highest they’ve been in over a decade.”

The laugh that escapes him is harsh and ends in a cough. It takes a moment for him to catch his breath, but when he does, his words are just as sharp. “And how long will that last? You think you won’t make a mistake?”

I stare him straight in the eye. “Is that what you call what you did?”

He rests his forearms on the table. “I see that look on your face. You think you’re better than me. But you’re exactly the same. I made you who you are.” He thumps his fist on the table, his face going alarmingly red before paling again. “All this eco-friendly, tree-hugging bullshit is turning my company into a laughingstock. The King Group builds luxury real estate. We don’t cater to hippies.” His chest heaves as if his anger is stealing the air from his lungs.

With a deep inhale, I do my best to rein in my own temper. “You’re behind the times if you think luxury real estate doesn’t need to feature sustainable technology. The King Group may have been on top when you were sent here”—I throw my arms out wide—“but the share value was already starting to fall. Cole, Tate, and I shored the company up. We undid the damage you caused. We are what’s keeping the King Group where it should be.”

He glares at me, and I return the look.

“You’re weak. All of you,” he eventually says. “Two damn sons and a bastard, and none of you have the balls to be the men I taught you to be. Don’t think I didn’t hear about your brothers and their women,” he spits. “Marriage should be a strategic move. Why tie yourself to one woman if there’s no business advantage to it? If your brothers wanted to fuck whoever they wanted on the side, they could have. What the hell benefit is there in marrying an architect and a coffee shop owner?”

I grit my teeth, angry with myself for once believing the same bullshit. For letting his poison influence me—and my relationship with my brothers—even after I found out what kind of man he was.

“The company can thrive without Cole and Tate having to sell themselves or their happiness.”

He scoffs. “You think love creates happiness? You know better. Your little marriage rebellion proved that, didn’t it?” He shifts forward, gripping the edge of the table. “Or have you forgotten how easily Katherine played you?”

“I haven’t forgotten. Or forgiven.”

I’m not just referring to Katherine, and he knows it.

His laugh is sharp and ugly. “You should thank me. You needed that damn lesson.” He rocks back on his chair, the sly, smug smile I remember so well stretching across his face. “And it worked, didn’t it? I saw the announcement of Cole’s engagement to Kenneth Berrington’s daughter. You had your hand in that, didn’t you?” He doesn’t wait for a response, nodding to himself before continuing. “I figured. It’s exactly what I would have done. You’re my son, whether you like it or not. It’s in your blood to play the game as it’s meant to be played—hard and ruthless.”

Remaining expressionless takes more strength than I’d like to admit. “You know he didn’t go through with it.”

His chair thumps back down on the floor, his face flushing red again. “Because when it came down to it, you didn’t have the balls to force the issue. You let him follow his dick instead of his head. You cared more about what he wanted than what was best for the company. And that,” he jabs his finger at me, “is why you’ll never be the CEO the King Group needs.”

“And you are? A man who almost ruined the company’s reputation because he was too narcissistic and greedy to put it first. A man who screws anyone in a skirt.”

“You’re letting your bitterness show, son. Every woman I screwed wanted what I gave them. Every. Single. One.”

My fists clench. Hatred scouring my veins. How much of this man still lives inside me? Did I get the part of me that lost control around Chloe from him? Is his weakness my weakness?

I force my fingers open. I’ve got the reminder I came here for. No need to put myself through more of this.

I shove my chair back and stand.

“Leaving so soon?” Dad knows he’s gotten to me, and it makes the bastard happy. What he doesn’t realize is that I came here for exactly that reason.

“It’s been a pleasure, as always.”

He stands as well, steadying himself by bracing his hands on the table. “I’ll be out of here in a few years, and it won’t take much to sway the board into seeing things my way again. So don’t get too comfortable in that CEO chair, son. The moment you let your guard down, the moment the world realizes who you truly are, you’ll see how quickly they’ll turn on you.”

I take my time buttoning my jacket before I look him in the eye. “That’s not going to happen. After all, you’re the one who taught me never to let my guard down. It’s the one thing I’ll thank you for.”

My head is clear now. I’m focused. With a nod at the guards to let them know we’re done, I walk out, leaving him behind.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


CHLOE


As voices echo down the hallway, gradually coming closer, my heart rate skyrockets. I’d recognize Roman’s deep baritone anywhere.

Other than a fleeting glimpse of him in Cole’s office as I walked past before lunch, I haven’t seen him this morning. And I have no idea what to expect after yesterday. My stomach churns, nerves coiling tight, palms dampening with sweat.

As the three King brothers round the corner, Roman’s gaze locks onto mine, and I’m immediately thrust back to that moment last night, to him shirtless, his arm flexing, his eyes searing into mine.

Heat sparks low in my core, but I ignore it, shoving the memory aside and forcing my attention back to my monitor.

He and his brothers speak for a few minutes outside his office door, and then Cole—who returned from paternity leave this week—and Tate move off, both giving me a nod as they pass.

“Can I see you in my office?” Roman asks. As is so often the case, his expression is unreadable.

The apprehension swirling inside me ratchets up a notch. I swallow and nod. “Yes, sir.”

I swear I hear his teeth click together a moment before he turns away and pushes through the door into his office.

With a deep inhale, I rise and follow him. Once inside, I close the door softly behind me, then turn, keeping my back against it.

He stands by his desk, his unbuttoned suit jacket pushed back, hands in his pockets, as he takes me in. When I don’t move, an emotion—something almost like hurt—flickers in his eyes. “Are you scared of me, Chloe?”

Scared of him? No. Though I may be scared of myself. With a shake of my head, I take a step. Then I take another one, watching his face as I approach. I stop a few feet away from him.

“I’m not scared of you. But I wanted to apologize. I should never—What I did was⁠—”

He takes a step forward as well, the move bringing him so close that I need to look up at him. “You did nothing. I should never have put you in that situation.”

He regards me, taking his time studying my face in a way that makes my pulse race and my breaths shorten. And still, I’m not nervous. Not how I would have been if Geoff tried to get this close. Because Roman has too much control. Despite yesterday, despite last night. Maybe even because of last night, when I stood here and watched him and he didn’t push for more. Didn’t do anything but give me the choice of whether to go or stay.

Even now, every move he makes is smooth, restrained. His self-control is so incredibly appealing to me, even though I can’t put my finger on why.

I wet my lips, and in response, a muscle jumps in his jaw. He turns abruptly and moves away. “It won’t happen again. You don’t need to worry about that.”

Holding my breath, I take a step toward him, tempted to smooth my hand down his taut spine, to ease his sudden tension. But I’m not stupid enough to do anything but keep my hands to myself.

“I know that. It was…” I scan the room, hoping for inspiration, some way for us to move past this. “It was a moment of craziness for both of us. That’s all. We should forget it ever happened.”

He examines me, mouth in a tight line. “Are you comfortable with that? If you’d like me to find you another position⁠—”

My heart plummets. “N-no, I don’t want that.” I want to keep this job. Not only because I need the money, but because I like working here. I like working for him. Regardless of my attraction to him, Roman makes me feel safe.

His eyes sweep my face. Then, with a succinct nod, he takes a seat behind his desk. “Have you arranged a homecare nurse for your dad?”

A smile splits my face unbidden. “I have. She’s actually coming over tonight to meet us.” Carol was lovely on the phone. With any luck, Dad will get along with her better than he does with Susan. “She’ll come with us for his first infusion this weekend.”

One side of his mouth lifts. “I’m glad to hear that.”

God, he’s too gorgeous. It’s distracting. “Is there anything else you need?”

“No. Just let me know once you’ve confirmed our final itinerary for Nice.”

The reminder of our upcoming trip together sends a thrill through me, and it’s more than just excitement about going overseas for the first time. I push the sensation down. It isn’t a particularly appropriate reaction, considering what we’ve just said to each other.

“I’m almost done. I’m just waiting on confirmation for a dinner meeting with EcoTech’s CEO on the Saturday night.”

He frowns. “A dinner meeting?”

“That’s the only availability he had. Is that a problem?”

He picks up a pen and taps it on his desk. “No, that’s fine.”

“You’d rather enjoy a night out on the town?” The question is out before I even process the thought.

Quicksilver eyes fixed on me, he leans back in his chair. “I’d rather spend my time working. Or enjoying a good whiskey.”

“Alone?” What’s gotten into me? But it’s not like I’m flirting. God, I wouldn’t even know how to flirt with a man like Roman. I’m just trying to learn more about him. For the job, of course.

His eyes flash, and he rasps a hand over his chin. “Good company is hard to find.”

“So I’ve heard.” Time to get out of here before I really stick my foot in my mouth. “I’ll let you know once the dinner is confirmed.” With that, I turn on my heel and beat a hasty retreat.

I spend the rest of the day fielding calls and finalizing Roman’s talking points for the luncheon on the second day of the expo. When five p.m. rolls around, I knock on his door and wait for his response before entering.

As I cross the threshold, he looks up from his desk. Once more, his jacket is off, and the sleeves of his shirt are rolled up. Does he know how sexy he looks like that? “Would it be okay if I left? I’d like to get home in time for the homecare nurse’s visit.”

“Of course. I hope it goes well.”

I pause at the door, gratitude welling up in me again. “Thank you for organizing this. It means a lot.”

His stern expression softens a fraction, the tension in his jaw easing. “It’s a smart business decision.”

If he thinks he’s fooling me with that line, he’s mistaken. I tilt my head to the side and smile. “Then thank you… for making such a smart business decision.”

He huffs out an almost reluctant laugh at that.

“Have a good weekend, Roman,” I say softly. “Don’t work too hard.”

For several heartbeats, I can’t look away. He’s focused on me too, the intensity seeping back into his features. Finally, I break the spell and force myself to turn and slip out.

When I get home, I make Dad an early dinner and spend a few minutes tidying up before the door buzzer goes.

“Is that her?” Dad asks from his armchair.

“Yep.” I rush to the door and swing it open.

The dark-haired woman standing outside is slightly older than middle-aged and wearing a bright smile. “Hi, I’m Carol. You must be Chloe.”

“Hi, yes, please come in.”

As she walks past me, she spots the painting that hangs in the entry. “Oh, I love this. Is it one of your father’s?”

I’ve told her a little about Dad, including that he’s an artist. “It is.”

With her lips pressed together in concentration, she studies it. “It’s so recognizably Manhattan. But it’s like seeing it through a different lens. A clearer one.”

“Dad liked to paint the many different facets of the city.”

She tears her attention away from the painting and hits me with another warm smile. “Hopefully he’ll be able to paint many more in the future.”

Hope surges up in me. “I’d love that. He would too.”

“Okay, let’s go meet the artist, then,” she says with a wink.

“Dad,” I say as I guide her into the living room, “this is Carol. Carol, this is my dad, Rick.”

“Hi, Rick.” Carol strides forward confidently and sits in the chair opposite him. “I was just admiring your painting in the hallway. You’re very talented.”

Dad’s eyes light up. The man is always happy to talk about his art.

“I’ll leave you two to get to know each other,” I say. “Would you like something to drink, Carol? A tea or coffee?”

“Water would be lovely, thanks.”

After I fetch a glass of water for her and another for Dad, I take a step back, preparing to leave them. They barely notice me, too busy chatting away. I’m already getting a good vibe from Carol. This introduction feels almost like a social visit for Dad. Although I don’t miss the way Carol assesses his movement as he carefully picks up his glass.

Reassured, I head to my bedroom to call Lola. It’s been too long since we’ve had a chance to talk. And she’s the only person I can confide in about Roman.

Once I’m settled against my headboard, I dial her number.

“So, fill me in,” she says, eager to have time to chat since Christopher is asleep and Jamie is out picking up dinner. “What’s the life of a billionaire’s assistant like? I’m still so jealous you get to go to France. I need to live vicariously through you.” She laughs.

I pick at the bed cover beneath me, considering where to start. “There’s lots going on. I’m helping Roman finalize trip details. While we’re there, we’ll meet with executives from a company he wants to acquire, so we’re focused a lot on that. But… there’s something else.”

Obviously knowing me well enough to sense that I need her advice, she says, “Okay, spill, chickadee. What’s going on?”

I let out a sigh. “Have you ever been attracted to someone you know you absolutely shouldn’t be attracted to?”

“Do you mean because they’re not a good person, or because it’s inappropriate to be attracted to them?”

“Inappropriate.”

“Inappropriate like they’re your boss?”

A short laugh bursts out of me. “Am I that obvious?”

She snorts. “I’ve seen the pictures, Chloe. Roman King is gorgeous. You’d have to be blind not to find him attractive.”

“But there’s a difference between finding someone attractive and being attracted to them.”

“Yes, I suppose there is. So, you’re telling me you’re attracted attracted to him?”

Sighing, I let my head fall back against my headboard. “Yes, and I shouldn’t be. He’s my boss, and it’s completely inappropriate.”

“You may be attracted to him, but that doesn’t mean you have to act on it. You can just admire from afar, can’t you?”

“The thing is… We got stuck in an elevator yesterday. And you know how I am about small, dark spaces. He was comforting me, and…” I swallow, struggling to get the words out.

“And? Come on, don’t leave me hanging!”

“I think he almost kissed me.”

Lola is silent for so long, I worry that the call has been disconnected. Just as I’m ready to pull my phone away from my ear and check, she inhales audibly. “You think he almost kissed you?”

“Well, it was dark, but yes, it was a… a definite moment.”

“And if he did, would you have kissed him back?”

“I don’t know.” Eyes closed, I sigh. “No, that’s not fair. It makes him sound like a predator. Yes, I was right there with him. If he’d kissed me, it would have been consensual.”

“Girl, I don’t know whether to give you a virtual high five or tell you to get out while you still can.”

Though my throat aches, I can’t help but laugh. “He’s usually so restrained, so for him to lose control like that was kind of intoxicating. But then the elevator started working again, and we both backed off immediately.”

“And were you happy about that or disappointed?”

I chew on my lip, really weighing my answer before voicing it. “Disappointed. Even though it wouldn’t have led to anything good.” Until now, I’ve been torn about whether to tell Lola about what happened after that, but since I’ve opened up to her, it seems imperative that I get it all off my chest and ask for advice. “But later that evening, I walked in on him… you know…”

She makes an unintelligible sound. “You’re going to need to spell it out to me, Chloe. What was he doing?”

I lower my voice to a whisper, even though I’m alone. “Masturbating.”

The shocked silence between us is deafening, though the shriek she then lets out is far more painful. “What?” She quickly hushes her voice, probably remembering there’s a sleeping baby in her house. “You walked in on him masturbating? In his office?”

My cheeks heat. “He was in his bathroom, but the door was ajar and⁠—”

“Did he do it on purpose? Did he know you were going to come in?”

“No, no. He sent me home for the day, but I forgot to put a file he’d asked for on his desk. The door was locked, so I assumed he wasn’t there and let myself in. It was my fault. I just didn’t expect him to be doing… that.”

“I mean, why would you? So, what did you do?”

Face scrunched, I force myself to admit the truth. “I watched him.”

There’s another long silence. “Who are you and what have you done with my friend?” Her tone starts out serious, but then she bursts out laughing. “Oh my god, Chloe. You watched your boss masturbating? Did he see you? What happened?”

“You make it sound so sordid.” Though I can’t help but laugh as well, because she’s right. Who the hell am I? Before yesterday, I never could have imagined myself doing anything remotely like that. “But yes, he did see me. In the mirror.”

“What did he say? Was he embarrassed?”

An image of Roman, his focus locked on my reflection, appears in my mind, the effect it has on me making me squeeze my thighs together. There wasn’t a hint of embarrassment in his expression. Just raw hunger, and afterward… I shiver at the memory of the look on his face as he came with his eyes on me.

I clear my throat. “He told me to stay or go. Then afterward he told me to leave the file on his desk.”

“I. Am. Speechless,” she says, not speechless at all. “Chloe Callahan, are you telling me you almost kissed your hot billionaire boss in an elevator and then watched him masturbate to completion?” She emphasizes the word. “While he knew you were there. And then he just told you to leave the file on his desk?”

I drop my head into my free hand, my heart thumping against my ribcage. “Yes.”

“And did you?”

“What?” I ask, the word muffled by my hand.

“Leave the file on the desk? Because at this stage, I wouldn’t be surprised if you tell me you jumped his bones right there in his bathroom.”

Straightening, I choke out a laugh. “I left the file and ran away. I was so embarrassed.”

“That you watched, or that he caught you watching?”

“That he caught me. Because—and I can’t believe I’m admitting this—watching him do… that was one of the hottest things I’ve ever experienced.” I wrinkle my nose. “I’m going to hell, aren’t I?”

“I don’t think watching your boss masturbate is one of the seven deadly sins. You’re safe. But what’s happened since then? Has he said anything about it?”

“He apologized today and told me it wouldn’t happen again. He said he’d understand if I wanted to find another job.”

“But you don’t want to.”

“No. Is that stupid?”

“Of course not. You’ve told me how great your job is. And I guess as long as you don’t feel threatened by him and can still work with him, then you’re okay. But do you really think that’s as far as it’ll go? You’re attracted to him, and it sounds like he’s attracted to you too. What if he wants more? What if you do?”

“He seemed pretty certain when he said it would never happen again.”

“And you can live with that?”

“Of course. Obviously, there can’t be anything between us. And you’re right—this job is perfect for me. I can pay for Dad’s new treatment, and his homecare nurse is with him right now. I won’t risk all of that on the hope that the crush I have on my boss could be something more.” I shake my head, frustration with myself bubbling over. “I can’t even put my finger on what it is about him that appeals to me so much. He’s gorgeous, yes. But he’s so aloof and controlled. It should be off-putting.”

“Oh, Chloe,” she says, a hint of sadness in her voice. “To be honest, it doesn’t surprise me at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“You were just a kid when your mom left, and you’ve been looking after yourself and your dad ever since. You gave up your dream of being an artist so you could get a sensible job and help support the household. And when your dad got sick, you made looking after him your focus all over again.”

My stomach twists. Of course I did. Anyone in my place would.

“It makes sense. You’ve had the rug pulled out from under you more than once, and it’s only made taking risks feel scarier. You’ve been holding on so tightly for years, trying to keep everything together. It’s no wonder you’re attracted to a man who’s in control. Someone who could take care of you. Older, but not old enough to be a father figure. After all, the last thing you want is some immature guy who’d expect you to look after him too.”

“That makes me sound awful,” I protest. “Like I’m looking for a sugar daddy.”

“That’s not what I mean. You don’t need someone to pamper you, pay your rent, and treat you like a plaything. You need a man who’ll hold you, make you feel safe—someone who can help you loosen your grip on life a little. Of course a man like Roman King, who exudes control, who can meet every challenge head-on without flinching, who can catch you if you fall, would appeal to you.”

Could that be true? I haven’t been in many relationships, but the men I’ve dated have been my age—usually creative, often flighty types. And clearly, it never worked out with any of them. Not that it ever bothered me much. They always felt like more work than they were worth. Maybe Lola’s right after all.

God, it’s all too much to think about now.

“What do you think will happen when you’re in France?” she asks.

I huff a breath. “Nothing. He said it wouldn’t happen again, and I believe him. Roman’s not the type of man who says things he doesn’t mean.”

“Well,” she says, drawing the word out, “whatever happens or doesn’t happen, just be careful, Chlo. I get how magnetic a man like that must be. But you’re the one who has the most to lose in this situation.”

My stomach sinks. “I know. And believe me, I’m not stupid enough to risk everything for a few stolen moments with a man who’ll never want anything more than that.”

She inhales like she’s gearing up to respond, but she’s interrupted by a deeper voice.

“I’m sorry, I need to go. Jamie’s back, so I’m going to quickly stuff my face before Christopher wakes up. I’m surprised he gave me this long to chat. Call me after your trip and give me all the details. Please tell me you’re flying first class.”

I smile. No matter what, Lola can always make me do that. “His private jet, actually.”

“Now you’re just trying to make me jealous!”

Laughing, we say our farewells, and then I head back out to the living room to see how Dad and Carol are getting on.

They’re set up at the table where Dad is slowly flipping through one of our old albums and sharing the story behind each photo. For a few minutes I watch him. He looks so much more cheerful than when Susan is here. My heart swells with happiness for him, and with gratitude to Roman. But the moment that second emotion flares hot, I stamp it down.

I’m grateful to Roman as my boss, but my heart has no place in that relationship.

I hope it’s finally gotten the message.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


ROMAN


With a roar of its engines, my jet hurtles down the runway, the nose lifting as it angles skyward.

Chloe sits opposite me, her face lit up as she watches out the window. Her long, moonlit-blond hair is in loose waves and she’s wearing a thin sweatshirt that’s almost slipping off one delicate shoulder. When she walked up the stairs to the plane in front of me, her heart-shaped ass in that pair of snug jeans had me curling my fingers into fists to stop myself from reaching out and touching.

Dragging my gaze away from her now, I turn to my laptop so I can go over the talking points that she put together for my keynote speech. Less than five minutes later, I find myself distracted. When my intoxicating assistant is sitting opposite me, stealing my attention, it’s fucking hard to concentrate on the dry details regarding the King Group’s expansion into sustainable developments and the share price increase we’ve obtained while fulfilling our global corporate responsibility.

She’s examining the cabin now, fingers running over the soft leather of her chair’s armrests.

I can’t resist asking. “This isn’t your first time on a plane, is it?”

She narrows her eyes a little. “I’ve been on planes before. Just not one like this. And not going overseas.”

“Would you like a drink? It might help you settle.”

She cocks her head. “Are you going to have one?”

We’ll have a long day tomorrow. If it will help her relax and sleep through the night, I’ll have a drink with her. “I’ll join you.” I press the call button, and Carrie, our flight attendant, glides into the cabin.

“Can I get you something, Mr. King?”

Her smile is professional, as it should be. When I took over as CEO, I quickly requested new staff for the jet. Unsurprisingly, Dad’s previous staff had been hired for more than their customer service skills.

“I’ll have a whiskey, and Miss Callahan will have a…” I raise a brow at her.

She touches the tip of her tongue to her top lip, sending a troubling ripple of lust through me. “Maybe I should have one of those too. Whiskey is supposed to be good for sleep, right?”

I suppress a smile. “It can be. Have you had much whiskey before?” A sleepy Chloe I can deal with. A tipsy Chloe might be tempting fate.

“No.” She studies me for a minute, those pretty eyes of hers dropping to my mouth, then my chest, before she turns to Carrie and smiles. “Can I have a chamomile tea, please?”

With a nod and a smile, Carrie heads for the galley.

“No whiskey, then?”

Chloe blinks, her cheeks turning pink. “I think maybe alcohol isn’t a good idea after all.”

I guess I wasn’t the only one concerned that the whiskey might blur the lines we’ve redrawn. But regardless of the words we’ve said, the promises we’ve made to forget, the memory of the night she watched me simmers in the air between us.

I should go back to work, but I’m too distracted by her proximity, so I close my laptop. “Does your dad mainly paint cityscapes?”

She blinks at me, obviously not expecting the question. “Yes. He has a real passion for buildings. Not constructing them”—she flashes me one of her pretty, genuine smiles—“but capturing their beauty. Their personalities. He loves showing how the city changes from day to day, hour to hour.” Her voice softens, coloring with pride. “Tourists used to buy his work as souvenirs. Locals bought it because they loved seeing the city they call home portrayed in new and beautiful ways.”

Her eyes are bright, her expression animated. I want to keep her talking. Keep her looking at me like that. “I’d like to see more of his work sometime.”

She nods, but her happiness dims a little. “When he couldn’t paint any longer, he had to sell most of them off, so he only has a few left.”

“It must be hard, not being able to do what he loves.”

“It is,” she says, clasping her hands in her lap. “But I’m hopeful that with this new treatment, he can eventually paint again, even if it’s just a little bit.”

“You said he had his first infusion on the weekend?”

Her shoulders fall a fraction. “He did. It was a little rough. They do the first one slowly to make sure there aren’t any adverse reactions, so we were at the clinic for a few hours. And he had a few flu-like symptoms after. Apparently, that’s normal.” She grimaces. “I’m glad Carol was there. She’s cared for someone with RA before, so she was familiar with the process and put us at ease.”

Carrie returns, causing us to pause our conversation. She holds my whiskey out to me, then turns to Chloe and passes her a cup with steam drifting up from it. She looks between us. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

Chloe shakes her head.

“That will be all. Thanks, Carrie,” I say.

As she returns to the front of the plane, Chloe lifts her cup to her mouth, blowing delicately on the liquid before taking a small sip.

Despite myself, I’m captivated by her lips—their softness, the delicate curve as they press against the rim of the cup. I take a deep swallow of my own drink, the burn sliding down my throat as I close my eyes, using it as a distraction. “So the new treatment will reverse his condition?”

“It can’t be reversed,” she says. “But it can go into remission. Theoretically, if we can minimize flare-ups and get his symptoms under control, that will prevent permanent damage to his joints. Once the inflammation is reduced, he might even be able to hold a paintbrush without pain.”

“How long will it take to know if it’s working?”

“His doctor said we could expect initial improvements a few weeks after the first infusion, and then hopefully significant improvements two to three months after. But to be honest”—her expression brightens even more—“I’ve noticed a difference in him even over the last few days. He gets along with Carol, and I think having someone to keep him company and take care of him through the day, not just reluctantly drop in on him, has cheered him up a lot.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

A soft, sweet smile touches her lips. “I know I’ve said it before, but thank you.”

It’s dangerous, the way she’s looking at me. It makes me want more. More of her smiles. More of her openness. More of her scent, her touch. All the things I can’t have. The things I shouldn’t want to take.

But I fucking do.

“You’re welcome,” I say, my tone brusquer than I intend. “But as I said, it makes good business sense.”

Her brows twitch upward. “I understand that.” She takes a sip of her tea, turning her face toward the window again.

Determined to busy myself with work, I take another sip of whiskey and shift in my seat.

Before I can open my laptop, though, she asks, “I assume you’ve been to France before?”

“Many times.”

“Just for business, or holidays as well?”

“These days just for business. When I was a child, my family would often visit Paris, or we’d go to the South of France for the summer.”

“That must have been nice.” Her comment is innocent, and the assumption is one most people would make.

In reality, my memories of our time in France are not ones I’m fond of.

“My brothers and I managed to have some fun, mainly when our nanny was distracted.”

Her brow creases. “Your parents weren’t with you?”

I let out a dark chuckle. “They were, but we barely saw them. Dad was busy screwing his way through whatever pretty young things he could seduce, and Mom spent most of her time in the spa or at the bar.”

Chloe’s eyes fill with sympathy, immediately making me regret my words.

“I’m so sorry.”

Dammit. Why did I open my mouth and tell her that? I never fucking share those details with anyone who works for me. With anyone at all, except my brothers on occasion, since they were there with me.

“We were rich kids vacationing in France. Not many would consider that we need sympathy.”

She tilts her head. “There are some things money can’t make up for.” Then her mouth quirks up. “I think we’ve had this discussion before.”

Ah, yes. The car ride back from the meeting with Haverscombe. Her tone is light, thank fuck, as if she’s using the memory to steer the conversation away from talk of my family.

“We have.” I arch a brow at her. “I believe we agreed to disagree.”

She laughs, and the sound goes straight to my gut. “Something like that.” Yawning, she lifts her arms above her head and stretches.

The move causes her breasts to press against the fabric of her sweatshirt, and the hem rises just enough to reveal a sliver of creamy skin. Skin that my fingers itch to stroke. I grit my teeth. All too conscious of the bedroom at the back of the plane.

“I think I might be able to get some sleep,” she says, poking at the arm of the chair she’s sitting in. “These recline, don’t they?”

“They do, but you’re better off lying down in a real bed. There’s one back there,” I say, jerking my chin in the direction of the bedroom.

Her eyes widen. “There is?”

“A big, comfortable one,” I tell her, fighting a smirk at the awe in her expression. “You should go lie down. Get some decent rest. We’ll hit the ground running. You won’t be able to give in to jet lag.”

She shakes her head. “Then you should be the one to use the bed. I’m happy to sleep here.”

“That’s not going to happen. I doubt I’ll sleep more than a few hours anyway. I can work out here and grab a quick nap before we land.”

“Roman, I’m your assistant. I can’t sleep in your bed.”

She didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but her words have my mind imagining all the things she could do in my bed that don’t involve sleeping.

By the way her cheeks flush, her mind obviously went to the same place. “I mean, you’re the CEO. It’s your plane. You should have the bed.”

I’m still caught up in the forbidden images her words have conjured. If I don’t put some space between us now, there’s a chance I’ll do something we’ll both regret. Leaning forward, I let my expression turn serious. “Chloe. If you don’t climb into my bed of your own free will. I’ll throw you over my shoulder and put you in there myself.”

Her lips part, then she swallows hard. Fuck. That only created more vivid images. “And if I try to escape?” Her voice is soft and husky.

We’re skirting a line that’s already too fuzzy. I don’t know whether it’s good or bad that I’m not the only one that’s struggling to remember why this is a terrible idea.

I can’t help but glance at her mouth before I force myself to look her in the eye. “I might just have to tie you down.” The mental image is enough to send a lick of fire blazing through me.

With a ragged breath, she closes her eyes, her lashes dark against her flushed cheeks. When she pushes out of her chair, her nipples have stiffened to hard little points, clearly visible through her sweatshirt, and all I can think about is tasting them.

“I appreciate you letting me take the bed,” she says, her voice slightly uneven. “I think I could use the rest.”

I nod, my muscles tight with the restraint it takes not to reach out and drag her to me. It’s better for both of us if she’s out of sight for the next few hours. But as she passes me on the way to the back of the plane, I can’t help but clasp her wrist. Her breath catches as she looks down at where I’m touching her.

Not letting myself think too hard about what I’m doing, I stroke her delicate skin with my thumb, relishing the flutter of her pulse. “Sleep well.”

Before she has a chance to respond, I let her go and turn back to my laptop. She hesitates for a moment, frozen beside me, but then, with a jolt, she turns and walks away.

The tension doesn’t leave my body until the door clicks closed behind her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


CHLOE


Five hours later, I’m groggy and a little out of sorts. The queen-sized bed was incredibly comfortable, and the bedding was cool and soft, but I tossed and turned for quite a while before finally dropping off. Not only because I’m not used to going to sleep so early, but because I was too aware of Roman on the other side of the door. Lying in a luxurious bed, knowing he was so close by, had all those fantasies I’ve been doing my best to suppress swirling around my head.

Not exactly conducive to drifting off.

When I exit the bedroom, I find him typing away on his computer.

“Did you sleep at all?” Guilt gnaws at me. I should have insisted he take the bed.

“I caught a couple of hours.” There isn’t a hint of fatigue shadowing his eyes. Is this man really so used to working through the night? Sophie warned me that he’s a workaholic, and I’ve certainly witnessed his drive, but does he ever take a break? How does a man like Roman relax?

I wish I knew. It can’t be healthy for him to work so hard and for so long. If I knew, I could help him avoid burning out. I could make sure he has more of whatever encourages him to wind down.

Surely that’s part of my job?

Carrie comes out and offers us breakfast. It’s strange, since back in New York, it’s the middle of the night. But here, flying east over the vast Atlantic Ocean toward France, the darkness of night is gradually giving way to the first hints of dawn, the sky shading from deep blue and purple to the first streaks of fiery pinks and oranges.

A desire to capture the beauty of this moment flutters in my chest. A need to memorialize it on canvas. The sensation is familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. I haven’t experienced such a strong urge to paint in years.

I watch the sunrise out the window until Carrie returns with our breakfast a few minutes later. Roman and I both have poached eggs on toast with a side of bacon. Normally I don’t have a big breakfast, but today will be busy, and I need the fuel.

Our conversation as we eat centers around what the next day and a half looks like. Miraculously, I find myself mostly focused on it rather than how his dark hair is a little tousled, as if he’s been running his hands through it. Or how the five o’clock shadow on his jaw makes me want to drift my fingers along it to feel the prickle against my skin.

An hour later, we land in Nice. There’s a car waiting for us, and after the driver has loaded our bags in the trunk, we settle in for the trip to the hotel.

The scenery is spectacular as we drive along what Roman tells me is the Promenade des Anglais, which runs along the coastline. The sparkling blue sea stretches out to the horizon on my right, while the left side of the road is lined with palm trees, luxury hotels, restaurants, and residential areas.

Though it’s still very early morning as we approach the Azure Marquis Hotel, staff members are ready and waiting for us beneath a portico. As we step out of the car, the soft murmur of the waves, the hint of salt in the air, and the warm breeze immediately relax my tight muscles.

I don’t get much time to enjoy the hotel’s impressive lobby. Check-in is expedited and before I know it, we’re being whisked up to our suites.

“We have half an hour to freshen up,” Roman says as we approach our rooms. “Then we’ll meet back downstairs.”

Enough time for a shower, thank goodness. Even if there won’t be much time to apply makeup and make myself presentable afterward.

I scan into the room, and as the door shuts behind me, I stutter to a halt. “Wow,” I whisper, even though I’m alone.

Long, sheer curtains billow in the warm, ocean-scented breeze coming in through the open window. Outside, the water is a vibrant blue that makes me wish I could go for a swim instead of attending the expo.

If only. I shake off the fantasy quickly. I need to have my game face on for this. I don’t want to let Roman down, and although I slept a bit on the plane, my body still thinks it’s the middle of the night.

Inside the huge marble-tiled bathroom, I turn on the shower, then strip off my clothes while I wait for the water to heat. The warm spray is incredible. I’d give almost anything to stand underneath it until the water ran cold, but time is of the essence.

Once I’ve washed quickly, I dry myself, then get dressed. I probably overpacked, but since I’ve never traveled internationally for work, I’m not completely confident in what I should wear to each activity, so I brought options. This morning, I choose a lightweight pastel blue blouse, fitted black pants, and black flats. Usually I wear heels to work, but I don’t know how much standing or walking I’ll be doing, and I don’t want my feet to hate me by the end of the day.

I quickly do my makeup, then pull my hair back into a ponytail. With one last look in the mirror, I grab my tablet and head down to the lobby.

Roman’s already there, looking sharp and impeccable, as if he’s just walked into his office after a full night’s sleep at his penthouse apartment.

If he weren’t so gorgeous, it would be infuriating.

He glances up from his phone as I approach, his gaze drifting down my body in a way that steals my breath. It’s not my imagination. Ever since the day that must not be talked about, he hasn’t worked too hard to hide the way he watches me. He doesn’t leer the way Geoff used to. It doesn’t make me feel dirty. Instead, it sends electricity prickling over my skin and a rush of heat through my veins.

Considering how often I catch myself looking at him, I wouldn’t even consider complaining about the attention.

“I got a coffee for you,” he says, plucking a paper cup off the table next to him.

I smile up at him, having to crane my neck even farther back than usual since I’m not wearing heels. “Isn’t that supposed to be my job?”

That seductive mouth of his curves up. “I thought I’d stretch myself.”

It hits me for the first time, how his eyes soften when he smiles. He might not let the expression slip through often, but when he does, my heart flips in my chest.

Suddenly desperate for a drink, I take the cup from him and bring it to my mouth. The way he stays focused on me as I do, though, is overwhelming, and I take a too-large mouthful, causing a little coffee to overflow.

I hastily swallow, then lick my lips before it can drip onto my blouse. I must miss a drop because Roman reaches out and drags his thumb underneath my mouth.

“Good?” His voice is low.

“Y-yes,” I stutter, my cheeks heating.

There’s that smile again, and there’s my heart doing a flip it shouldn’t be doing.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

With a deep breath to center myself, I nod once. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Okay, let’s go.” He puts his hand on my lower back and guides me toward the entrance.

The car waiting out front takes us to a large exhibition hall. On the way, we run over the plan again. He wants to attend several talks and demonstrations throughout the day, some of which are being held simultaneously. When the timing conflicts like that, we’ll separate, and I’ll go to one on his behalf so I can take notes or ask questions.

He’s meeting Ellis Anderson, EcoTech’s CEO, for dinner tonight. I don’t need to attend, so I plan to do a little exploring and then find a nice local restaurant for my own dinner.

Tomorrow morning is reserved for a few more demonstrations before the luncheon where Roman will be giving his speech. After that, it’s back to the hotel and the flight home. Calling this a whirlwind visit is an understatement, but I’m still excited to be here.

For the first couple of hours, we attend the discussions and demonstrations together. Once it’s time for us to part, I take the list of topics he’s interested in and questions that he needs to have answered so that I don’t forget anything.

Several hours later, my energy is flagging. I’ve taken as many notes as I can, as well as photographs and videos when I was allowed. By now, I’ve developed a good idea of Roman’s priorities and I’ve done my best to capture his main points of interest.

I meet up with him again for an afternoon session, where it takes more strength than it should to keep my eyes open. He leans close, his breath warm against my ear. “You’ve done enough for the day. Why don’t you go back to the hotel after this and take a nap? You’ve earned it.”

“What about you?” I whisper back, dangerously aware of just how close our faces are. If I raised mine the slightest bit, my mouth would skim his cheek.

“What about me?”

“You must be exhausted too. You barely slept on the plane.”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Chloe,” he murmurs. “I have a lot of stamina.”

My breath catches at the insinuation, a jolt of heat spreading through me. But beside me, Roman straightens, his attention shifting back to the speaker as if his words hadn’t been dripping with innuendo.

With a heavy exhale, I slump back in my chair. I’m doing my best to forget about that night in his office, but how am I supposed to when he says things like that? When he puts images into my head? Images of his big body moving on top of mine, making me feel good over and over?

Before I nap, I might have to take care of myself. Even sitting next to him is enough to rev me up. The way he smells, the brush of his arm against mine, it all sets my nerve endings on high alert.

At the end of the talk, he follows me out, his height and commanding presence behind me enough to clear a path in the crowded room.

We’ve just made it through the doorway when the sound of Roman’s name being called stops us. Glancing around, I spot Ellis Anderson, CEO of EcoTech. An older man, he’s instantly recognizable from the work I’ve been doing on the acquisition.

“Ellis.” Roman holds out his hand. “It’s good to see you.”

“You too.” Ellis grips his hand and shakes it. “Have you been enjoying the expo?”

“It’s been very interesting so far. I’m looking forward to the rest of it. And our dinner tonight.”

I roll my lips together in an effort not to smile, knowing how much he doesn’t enjoy dinner meetings.

“I am too.” Ellis’s response is filled with what seems like genuine enthusiasm. “We have a lot to discuss. But I’m looking forward to getting to know you on a personal level too. EcoTech’s ethos is important to me. I want to make sure it goes to the right company.”

Roman nods. “I plan to show you that the King Group is the right fit for it.”

Ellis turns to me. “And who is this lovely young lady?”

Unlike some men who have leered while asking the same question, his expression is open and friendly.

“I’m Chloe Callahan,” I say, shaking his hand when he extends it. “Roman’s assistant.”

Brow arched, Ellis eyes Roman. “You’re dragging your assistant around? Isn’t that considered cruel and unusual punishment?” He chuckles.

“Oh no, not at all,” I say before Roman has a chance to respond. “It’s been very interesting.”

“You know,” Ellis says, his expression turning thoughtful. “I was going to ask if you’d mind if my wife joined us for dinner tonight. She’s used to business discussions, so it doesn’t bother her. But maybe Chloe would like to join us as well. Keep her company. I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

Stomach flipping, I look to Roman, trying to gauge his reaction. His brows are lowered, and as usual, his expression is hard to read. But knowing how much he wants to acquire EcoTech, I go with my gut instinct. “Thank you so much. I’d love to join you.”

Ellis grins. “Wonderful. I should get going. But I look forward to seeing you both tonight.”

After we say our farewells, I turn to Roman. “Was that okay? I wasn’t sure what you wanted me to do.”

A muscle pulses in his jaw, and I brace myself for his irritation, but it doesn’t come. “Do you have something to wear?”

“I brought a few extra outfits. I think I have a dress that will do.”

“I’m sure you’ll look beautiful in whatever you choose.” He surprises me by stroking back a strand of hair that’s fallen loose from my ponytail, his thumb grazing my cheek. The featherlight touch has my breath catching and my heart doing its thing again.

“There are shadows under your eyes,” he says, his voice low. “Go back to the hotel, relax, sleep if you can. We can’t have you passing out at the table tonight.”

I swallow past my suddenly dry throat. With so many people around, how is it possible for a moment to feel so intimate?

As if he’s just realized the same, Roman curls his fingers into a fist and drops his hand. He steps back, even as he keeps his gaze fixed on mine. “Go on. I can handle the rest of the afternoon on my own.”

I’m at war with myself. On one hand, I feel like a rag doll, and I don’t know how helpful I’ll be if I’m barely awake. On the other, I don’t want to let Roman down. He needs me here, and now he’s telling me to go and sleep the afternoon away. It feels wrong.

“Stop overthinking,” he says. “Since you’re my date tonight, I’d rather you be well rested. I want to get your reading on Ellis.”

That’s all it takes to convince me. If I want to be any help tonight, I need a nap. “Okay, I’ll go.”

He thrusts his hands in his pockets and nods. “Good. I’ll finish out the day here, then head back to the hotel to get changed and knock on your door at seven thirty.”

A nervous flutter fills my belly. Despite the way he phrased it, tonight isn’t a date. And yet it’s hard to categorize dressing up and having dinner with Roman at a fancy French restaurant as anything but.

Inhaling deeply and holding the air in my lungs, I remind myself that this is just work.

Even if my stomach is full of butterflies.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


ROMAN


Bringing Chloe to dinner tonight wasn’t part of the plan. I don’t think I’ve ever brought an assistant to a dinner meeting, but since it was Ellis’s suggestion, I’ll go along with it. Even if her presence is distracting at the best of times, let alone when I need my head in the game like tonight.

At seven thirty, I knock on her door.

When it swings open, I nearly stop breathing.

She looks like fucking sin wrapped in the most innocent package.

Her hair falls in loose waves over her shoulders, which are bare except for the thin straps of a cream-colored dress. The bodice is modest, yet it’s impossible not to notice the swell of her breasts beneath the thin material. The dress cinches in tightly around her waist and then flares out at her hips before falling to just above her knees.

Her makeup is a little heavier than usual, emphasizing the color of her eyes. And the subtle pink shimmer on her lips has me imagining how quickly and thoroughly I could kiss it off her.

Sitting next to her while she looks like that is going to be torture. How am I supposed to keep my mind on winning EcoTech, when I’ll have to consciously fight my instincts to touch her?

“You look beautiful.” It’s an understatement, but giving her the simple compliment is safer than saying she looks good enough to eat. And I don’t mean in the metaphorical sense. I mean in the I want to drop to my knees, pull down her panties, and finally satisfy this hunger that keeps growing inside me sense.

Cheeks going pink, she gives me a small smile. “Thank you. You look very… uh…” She gives me a once-over, lingering for a moment on the spot where the top button of my shirt is undone. “Very handsome.”

A frisson of heat works its way through me. Unable to ignore it, I tip my head down and hold her gaze. “Thank you.”

Once again, tension fills the air between us, a sensation that sizzles over my skin and tightens around the base of my cock.

Rather than giving in to the urge to slide my hand into her hair and pull her toward me, I gesture toward the bank of elevators. “Shall we?”

The restaurant is one of the most highly rated in the area, and since it’s located in the hotel itself, I don’t have to suffer through a car ride with Chloe, where we’ll have to sit side by side and I’ll be forced to breathe in her scent while wishing to god she was anyone but my fucking assistant.

Inside the restaurant, I give the maître d’ my name, and he guides us to a table where Ellis and an elegant red-haired woman about his age are already seated.

He stands when we get there and shakes my hand, his grip firm. Then he introduces us to his wife. “Jasmine, this is Roman King and his assistant, Chloe.”

Chloe smiles warmly, and Jasmine responds in kind.

“It’s so lovely to meet you. I convinced Ellis to let me tag along because I’ve been dying to try this restaurant, but talking about business makes for a very dry evening.”

Chloe’s light, melodic laugh lights me up inside. I find myself inspecting her profile when I should be focused on tonight’s business, and from the way Ellis’s expression has sharpened, he’s noticed.

I keep my own features schooled, even as a thought strikes me. Does he have an ulterior motive for inviting Chloe to dinner tonight? Ethics are a top priority for him. I wouldn’t put it past him to be trying to discern what the exact nature of my relationship with her is.

As we settle into our seats, a waiter materializes with menus and a wine list. I allow Ellis to choose a bottle for the table, and after we’ve had a few minutes to go through the menu, we order.

The food is exquisite, as expected. And while Ellis and Jasmine keep conversation light to start with, I’m impatient to steer the topic to matters of business. Discreetly, Chloe assesses me. And I swear the damn woman can read my mind, because with an imperceptible dip of her chin, she turns to Jasmine and engages her in a discussion about which parts of France she’s traveled to, allowing me to finally broach the topic this dinner is centered around.

Ellis must have the same idea. With a sip of wine, he focuses on me. “It’s good to talk to you in a more informal setting. I’m sure you’ll agree that it can be hard to get the measure of a man from the end of a conference table.”

I nod. Ellis is clever. I have no doubt that despite his amiable demeanor, he’s watching carefully for signs that the King Group isn’t the right choice for this acquisition.

“I do agree. And I’m glad we have the chance to talk about what could hopefully be a new era for both of us.”

Ellis taps the side of his thumb on the table. “Stepping into new eras isn’t always easy, is it? Especially when we carry the legacy of others on our shoulders.”

I’m not a man who likes to dance around unpleasantries, and it’s clear he’s referring to my dad, so I give him a relatively direct answer. “My father’s choices have been… challenging to deal with.”

He studies me, his expression thoughtful. “Stepping out from that shadow couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t,” I admit. “But I believe my brothers and I have done it. Our focus is on building our own future, not just expanding the empire our father left behind.”

He nods, taking another sip of wine. “As you can imagine, my main priority is ensuring that EcoTech continues to operate under the highest ethical standards. For us, sustainability isn’t just about technology—it’s about corporate responsibility as well.”

“And that’s exactly where my brothers and I stand. Transparency and integrity are at the core of everything we do.”

His lips curve in a small smile. “Those are the kinds of values that align with our vision for EcoTech’s future. I do think there’s great potential for a meaningful partnership between EcoTech and the King Group.”

“My hope is that we can make that a reality.”

Our waiter appears to clear our empty plates, and once he’s done, Jasmine turns to Chloe. “I think I might visit the restroom to freshen up before dessert. Care to join me?”

Chloe glances at me, then back to Jasmine. “Of course.”

As the two of them excuse themselves and walk away, it takes more willpower than it should not to watch Chloe. I’m successful, but when I focus on Ellis again, it’s clear the mood has shifted.

He takes another sip of his wine and contemplates me. Then he sets down his glass and clears his throat. “If you don’t mind, Roman, I’d like to speak frankly for a moment.”

Tension curls around the back of my neck and tightens.

“Chloe seems like a lovely young woman, and I’m sure she’s a very capable and dedicated assistant. But given your father’s history, his business practices aren’t all that concerned me. His… interpersonal dynamics were well known to many of us. To be honest, it’s one of the reasons we’ve steered clear of the King Group in the past.”

A lead weight settles in my stomach, but I nod. “Chloe’s role is strictly professional.”

“I respect that, but these kinds of relationships—between a CEO and a close assistant—can sometimes be misinterpreted.”

Reining in my frustration, I choose my words carefully. “I’ve learned from my father’s mistakes. Not just his business failings but his personal ones too. I have no intention of following in his footsteps.”

Ellis’s expression softens a little. “I’m sorry I had to bring up such an uncomfortable topic. But I’m sure you understand that a leader’s actions within his own company often reflect his values outside of it. I need to make decisions for my own company’s future based on what I believe is best for it.”

“Of course. We both have the best interests of our companies in mind.”

“I’m glad we seem to be on the same page.”

Before I have a chance to respond, Chloe and Jasmine return. Once they’re seated, Jasmine turns to her husband. “Chloe was telling me her father is an artist. Isn’t that wonderful?”

He smiles at my assistant. “Indeed it is. What does he paint?”

“Most of his work is based around New York. He likes to capture the hidden beauty of the city.”

Jasmine’s eyes light up. “That’s a lovely way to put it. And is his work displayed in any galleries?”

Chloe shifts in her seat. Despite the sensitive topic, her pleasant smile doesn’t slip. I’m the one struggling to keep my emotions in check. The most ridiculous urge to cup the back of her neck washes over me. To stroke my thumb over her warm skin, to soothe her in some small way.

“No, he used to have a small studio, and he sold his work there. Then he moved to mostly online. But he’s taking a break for a while.”

Leaning back, Ellis slings his arm over the back of his wife’s chair. “Were you ever tempted to follow in his footsteps?”

Chloe takes a small sip of her wine. “When I was younger, I wanted to. But… well,” she darts a look at me, the move so quick, I almost miss it, “we had some challenges along the way. I decided having a stable job was a better fit for me.”

My chest constricts at the admission. I didn’t know that about her. I hadn’t even thought to ask. The derailment of Chloe’s childhood dreams shouldn’t bother me, but the tightness in my ribs tells me that it does. A lot.

“Do you paint for fun, at least?” Jasmine asks. “I’ve always wished I was more creative, but alas, I wasn’t blessed with that kind of talent. I’ve had to settle for being a patron of the arts.” She finishes with a grin at her husband.

The older man chuckles. “So many paintings, so few walls.”

It’s unlikely that either of them notices the way Chloe’s expression dims slightly. Not when she keeps her tone light as she says, “You know how it is. Life is so busy. I don’t really have time for hobbies.”

“That’s a shame,” Jasmine says. “But I understand. A young woman like you probably has a hectic social life. When your boss isn’t cracking the whip, of course.” She winks at me.

That’s another thing I don’t know about my assistant. Does she get any opportunity to spend time with friends, to go out, to date? My jaw clenches at the thought of her sitting in a restaurant like this with another man, gracing him with that pretty smile. Or maybe hooking up with someone at a club. Does she frequent clubs? Her dad is clearly her top priority, so I can’t imagine she spends too much time out on the town.

Not knowing what she does outside of work irritates me far more than it should. It feels like I should know. Like I should have asked her. Like I should have made sure she has time to relax. Even on this trip, her first to Europe, she’s had no time to enjoy the sights or experience the culture.

“So, considering we’re in France, I have to ask. Have you ever been to the Louvre?” Ellis asks.

“Oh, yes,” Jasmine breaks in. “It’s one of my favorite places to visit when we’re in Paris.”

“This is actually my first visit,” Chloe says. “But I’d love to see it one day.”

“Yes, you absolutely must,” Jasmine says.

Our waiter is back once again, this time with dessert. I only ordered a glass of Muscat. But Chloe has the Tarte Tropézienne, a sweet brioche filled with a mixture of custard and buttercream, with sugar crystals sprinkled on top.

Sitting next to her as she eats it is a test of my self-control. The appreciative noises she makes, the way she licks the sugar crystals from her lips, has my dick swelling against the fly of my pants.

Rather than dwell on the thought of how sweet she’d taste if I were to kiss her right now, I force myself to focus on the reason I’m here and ask Ellis for details of EcoTech’s financial projections for the next five years.

Once we’ve finished our wine and dessert, Ellis and I politely tussle over who’s going to pay the bill. I win, of course. And after the waiter brings back my card, we push back our chairs and leave the table.

I resist the now almost instinctive urge to put my hand on Chloe’s lower back as we escort Ellis and Jasmine to the foyer.

Ellis shakes my hand, his voice low, and leans in close. “Thank you for the dinner… and for the enlightening conversation. I’d like to meet up in a more formal capacity the next time I’m in New York.”

Triumph courses through my veins. “I’d like that too. Reach out when your travel plans are confirmed, and we’ll set up a meeting.”

With a nod, he turns to Chloe. “It was lovely to meet you. I hope to see you again soon.”

She gives him a warm smile. “I hope so too.”

Once Ellis and Jasmine have stepped through the glass door of the hotel and made their way to the car waiting for them, Chloe turns to me. “I overheard what he said. He seems very receptive.”

“He was. I think we can lock him down during our next meeting in New York.”

“That’s wonderful.” Her expression turns a little mischievous then. “I guess sometimes dinner meetings aren’t all bad.”

“Some are more tolerable than others.” Particularly when she’s sitting next to me.

In response, Chloe stifles a yawn.

I chuckle. “Tired?”

She lets out a little laugh. “I am, even after my nap this afternoon. I honestly don’t know how you’re still on your feet.”

“I don’t sleep much on any given day. It means I get more work done, anyway.”

She studies me, a little crease forming between her eyebrows. “Has anyone told you that you work too hard?” Grimacing, she shakes her head. “Sorry, that must be the wine talking.”

I finally cave to the urge and put my hand on her back, guiding her toward the elevators. “Don’t blame the wine. You’ve said worse before.” I smile down at her. “And yes, one or two people may have mentioned it.”

The doors to the elevator open as we approach, and a couple holding hands steps out. There’s no one else waiting, so we’re alone as the doors close and we ascend.

Her sweet scent teases me, and I flash back to the thought I had while she was eating dessert. I zero in on her lips, and my dick throbs at the thought of how pretty they’d look wrapped around it.

The mental image of her in my office, watching me, surges back to the forefront of my mind, sparking a fierce tension deep inside me.

If she weren’t my employee, I wouldn’t be dropping her off at the door of her suite. I’d take her to mine. I’d taste that lush mouth. I’d taste every part of her. I’d watch her ocean eyes change color and relish the way her body shuddered against mine. And I’d make sure she was screaming my name when she came.

Fuck.

These thoughts have to stop. I need to wrestle back the control I once imagined I had. After tonight, I’m one step closer to my goal, and I can’t let this drumbeat of desire in my chest derail that.

As another yawn overtakes her, she covers her mouth. Then she gives me a sleepy smile. The look turns my lust-filled thoughts softer.

“Sorry,” she says. “That was a lovely dinner, though. Now I can say I’ve eaten in a real French restaurant.”

A damn rock lands in my gut. Here I am imagining all the dirty things I want to do to her, and she’s thinking about the once-in-a-lifetime experience she just had. As she should be.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it. If things were different, there’s so much more I could show you.”

Her eyes widen as my words hang in the air between us, the ambiguousness of their meaning obvious.

“If we had more time here, I mean.”

She nods just as the ding of the elevator signals that we’ve reached our floor.

We walk quietly next to each other, stopping at the door of her suite. She fishes around in her purse for her key card, and once she has it, she looks up at me, her eyes flashing with an unnamed emotion. Mouth parted, she searches my face, and for a moment, I wonder if she’s going to invite me in.

Instead, she lets out a breath, then smiles. “Thank you. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

“There’s a full breakfast buffet downstairs, or you can order room service. I’ll meet you in the foyer at eight a.m.” The words are rushed. I need to get away before I do something stupid, like push her against the door and kiss her. Slide those narrow straps that have been taunting me all night off her shoulders so I can palm her breasts, suck her tight nipples into my mouth.

Swallowing thickly, I curl my hands into fists to stop myself from doing any of that.

She stares at me, her plump lower lip pulled between her teeth, then smiles softly. “Good night, Roman.”

“Good night, Chloe.” Voice low, rough, I step back, barely holding on to my fraying restraint.

The lock beeps as she swipes her card and then she’s gone, the door clicking shut behind her. I stand there for a second longer, my hands still clenched, before I make for my room and close my own door a little too hard behind me.

I need a fucking shower.

As I stand under the water, head lowered, I grip my dick hard. The vow I made a few weeks ago to not allow myself to jerk off at the thought of Chloe is now a laughable memory. At this stage, it’s a daily event. It’s far too easy to picture her in the room next door, maybe in the shower as well. Her skin warm and wet, her nipples hard little pebbles as she thinks about me. Would she slip her fingers between her thighs? Would she circle her swollen clit? Would she moan my name as her legs trembled with the force of her orgasm?

The thought is enough to send me over the edge.

Later, as I’m lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling and wondering how I’m going to get over my obsession, I replay my words from earlier.

If we had more time here.

Maybe I can’t take what I want from her, but perhaps I can give her something instead.

I reach for my phone.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


CHLOE


The following morning, Roman looks as wide awake and in control as he always does. He certainly doesn’t look like he was awake half the night, tossing and turning like I was.

I was so damn close to throwing caution to the wind and inviting him into my suite for a drink last night. It’s absurd, but sitting next to him at dinner, standing next to him in the elevator on the way up to our rooms, had me wanting to throw myself at him. To tell him to have his way with me, any way he wanted.

If I’d had one more glass of wine, there’s a good chance I would have. But I wasn’t quite tipsy enough to risk his rejection or to forget what the repercussions of a one-night stand with my boss could be.

So I slipped into my suite and rushed to the shower so I could take care of my pent-up arousal. Not that it helped me sleep. If I’m lucky, I don’t look as frazzled as I feel.

Roman looks up from his phone as I approach, giving me a quick once-over. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

Is that a trick question? “I did.” Hopefully I sound at least a little awake. “Did you?”

One side of his lips curls up in that sexy smirk of his. “I did. Eventually.”

I try not to read too much into his words. There’s no way he was kept awake by thoughts of me the way I was with thoughts of him. He’s probably referring to the few hours of work he no doubt did before going to bed.

“We have another busy morning ahead of us. But it’s only a half day.” He guides me out of the hotel to our car, his hand on my back. Does he even realize that he does it? Or is it second nature to a man like him? Not that I’m complaining, I like the feel of it there too much to say anything.

“I’m looking forward to hearing your speech,” I say as I slide inside the car. He follows me and leans back against the leather, his demeanor completely relaxed.

“It’ll give me a chance to reinforce the King Group’s new direction,” he says. “We need to show those in the industry that we’re not resting on our laurels. The way the company used to do business isn’t effective anymore.”

Shifting in my seat, I survey him, though I do my best not to dwell on how good he looks. “I think what you’re doing with the King Group is admirable. You should be proud of yourself for leaving the past behind and embracing the future.”

I don’t directly mention his father, relatively certain he’d prefer not to talk to me about the man. I do, however, want him to know how much I admire him. It can’t be easy, what he’s done. Rejecting his father’s way of doing things and forging his own path. I hope he realizes that.

His icy gray eyes pierce into me, stealing my breath in a way no other man’s ever have. “Leaving the past behind can be a challenge. At times, it’s far more difficult than it appears.”

His words linger in my chest, and a hundred questions float through my mind.

How much have his dad’s actions affected him?

What choices has he made to be where he is today?

Is he living the life he wants to live?

As much as I long for answers, to see beneath his cool exterior to the heart of him, it’s not in the cards. He’s my boss, and I’m his assistant. Despite how I itch to know more, there will always be limits to what he shares with me.

“I think the hardest part of letting go of the past is trusting that the future holds something better,” I tell him.

“Have you let go of your past?”

Swallowing past my dry throat, I look back at him, unsure how to answer. “Th-there’s nothing in my past holding me back.”

“We’ve all got something,” he says. “Though sometimes it’s easier not to admit it.”

Nonplussed, I press my lips together, assessing him.

Without waiting for a response, he turns to his phone, which is, per usual, buzzing with incoming emails and messages. No wonder he never rests.

Maybe he needs someone who’ll make him.

The thought flashes through my head and I latch on to it. Has he ever had that? A person who doesn’t mind reminding him that it’s okay to take a break. A woman who can show him that there’s more to life than the King Group.

Did his ex-wife do that for him? A little spark of unwanted and completely irrational jealousy ignites inside me at the thought of her. At the knowledge that there’s a woman out there who’s seen beneath his armor. Who’s been the recipient of his tender smiles and his passionate touches. Regardless of how their marriage turned out, it must have held love or something resembling it at some stage.

And like a fool, I’m jealous of the woman who invoked that in him.

God, I’m a mess. Being jealous of my boss’s ex-wife is ridiculous. A woman I’ve never even met, though I’ve kept an eye out for her at the expo. According to Sophie, she’s dating Roger Haverscombe, and since I had the misfortune of spying him on the other side of the room at one of the demonstrations yesterday, I know he’s here. Thankfully, I don’t think he saw me.

Would he bring her with him?

Are she and Roman on good terms or bad?

With a mental slap, I chastise myself for going down the ex-wife rabbit hole. I should be concentrating on my job, not Roman’s past relationship. Determined to do just that, I go through my own inbox, filtering out the emails that need to be forwarded to him.

Once we arrive at the convention hall, our first stop is a showcase on how smart technology is redefining green urban spaces. From there, we attend a panel on building green cities, featuring industry leaders from various sectors, including sustainable transport, renewable energy, and green architecture. The discussion touches on how urban developers can collaborate with tech companies to transform current cities into more eco-friendly environments.

During the panel, I spot Roger, who’s sitting in the audience with a beautiful brunette next to him. Stiffening, I side-eye Roman to see if he’s noticed them, finding him intent on the discussion happening on stage.

Discreetly, I study the woman. Katherine’s profile is as stunning as the photos online suggest, and her long glossy brown hair cascades down her back in a thick waterfall. She’s wearing a short skirt that emphasizes legs that go on for days. Stupidly, my heart sinks a little. She looks like she could be a Victoria’s Secret model.

I’m still trying to surreptitiously study her when she turns, her gaze immediately landing on me. Despite the urge to whip my head in the other direction, I force myself to stay still, unwilling to make it obvious that I’ve been watching her.

Instead, I offer her a casual smile. As if we just happened to catch each other’s eye. Without returning it, she surveys Roman, then me again, and I swear her eyes narrow a fraction.

With a flip of her hair over her shoulder, she turns toward Roger and places her hand on his leg.

Suppressing a wince, I turn back to the front of the room. So, not a warm-and-fuzzy person, then.

Refusing to be caught looking at her again, I focus on taking notes as the panel discusses issues and answers questions.

Once it’s done, I gather my purse and tablet and make my way down the row of chairs to the aisle. I stumble a little, and instantly, Roman’s hand is on my hip, steadying me.

The heat of his palm, even through the material of my skirt, steals the air from my lungs. How would it feel if he were to grip me like that with both hands? If his big body was behind me, keeping me still, preparing to pull me back onto his⁠—

I clamp down on that train of thought. I shouldn’t be picturing those kinds of things in the middle of a crowded hall. I shouldn’t be picturing them at all. But at this stage, I’ve all but given up trying to control my reaction to him.

Once I’m steady, he lets go, and without looking back, I keep moving, thankful for the few seconds I’m given to compose myself before facing him again.

As we exit the room, I subtly check the crowd around us for Roger and Katherine. When I don’t find them, I relax, realizing only then just how tense the thought of bumping into them has made me.

Roman leans down, his head angled toward me, and speaks into my ear. “Let’s get to the luncheon.”

I nod, doing my best not to shiver at the warm wash of his breath over my skin.

He leads me to a large banquet room dotted with round tables that are slowly being claimed and heads straight to the front. I spot my name card, but before I can sit, he pulls my chair out for me.

“Such a gentleman,” I say with a teasing smile.

He leans close. “Not always.”

Freezing, I blink up at him. There’s no way I heard him correctly.

In response to my stare, he inclines his head, his lips curled up, encouraging me to sit.

When he takes the seat next to me, I turn, giving him a thorough inspection.

“Is there a problem, Miss Callahan?” There’s a hint of amusement in his voice.

“No. No problem.”

Beside me, a man dressed in black appears, holding a tray. “Wine, ma’am?”

I peek over at Roman for direction. It feels wrong to have wine when I’m technically working.

He quirks a brow at me, which I take as permission.

Turning back to the server, I give him a polite smile. “I’ll have a glass of white, please.”

“And you, sir?” he asks Roman when he’s filled my glass.

“I’ll have the same as the lady.” He gives me a lazy smile.

I cock my head and squint. He’s different today. Almost relaxed, even playful. I couldn’t guess what’s caused the change, but I’m not complaining.

When the server steps away, I pick up my glass and, holding his gaze, take a sip. The light, fruity flavor explodes on my tongue. Not wanting to lose out on a single drop, I lick the remnants from my lips.

Roman’s pupils dilate. “Good?” he says, his voice low.

“Delicious.” My own voice comes out softer than I intend, but the way he’s looking at me has my body tingling.

With his own glass in hand, he takes a sip, his eyes fixed on mine. A potent pulling sensation grows in the space between us, drawing us closer, making it impossible for me to look away from the strong column of his throat as he swallows.

“Good?” I mirror his question, my voice still breathier than it should be.

“Perfect.”

Finally finding a modicum of control, I look away, hoping like hell he can’t see the desire reflected in my expression. As I do, I discover that the table has begun to fill up with other attendees. Most of them seem to know Roman, and when they greet him, he introduces me as his assistant.

Through his introductions, I discover that the man sitting next to me, Mikael, is the assistant to the UN Sustainable Development Advisor, the man who spoke on how technological innovations have successfully advanced sustainable development goals yesterday.

The two of us chat as the first course is served, and when I steal a look at Roman, he’s watching me with his brows lowered and a muscle pulsing in his jaw.

A little thrill rushes through me. Is it possible that he’s jealous? I shouldn’t like the thought, but I do. A moment later, though, he turns away and falls into a conversation with the woman sitting next to him.

I do my best to focus on Mikael and our conversation, but all my senses are attuned to the man sitting on the other side of me. To the low rumble of his voice, to the scent of his cologne, to the brush of his leg against mine. Each detail small but building on one another in a way that makes me hyper-aware of his presence.

Throughout the three courses, a range of speakers take the stage to discuss various topics. After the dessert plates are cleared away, it’s Roman’s turn to give his speech.

As he pushes his chair back and adjusts his navy-blue suit jacket, I smile at him and mouth, “Good luck.”

He dips his head in acknowledgment, eyes holding mine for a beat too long, and then he’s gone, his powerful strides eating up the distance to the stage.

As he takes the podium and scans the people in the audience, they hush. I bite my lip at the way he so easily commands the room, my mind briefly flashing back to Lola’s words about me being attracted to a man who’s in control.

Maybe she’s right after all.

When he begins, I straighten in my chair, immediately captivated by him. His speech focuses on the future of sustainable urban development and how the King Group plans to integrate green technologies—like those from EcoTech—into future projects.

He reaffirms his company’s commitment to reshaping urban landscapes with sustainable practices and innovative technologies, as well as the importance of corporate responsibility in setting industry standards.

At one point, his focus turns to me, so I give him an encouraging smile. It’s a sentiment he doesn’t need, based on the way his peers hang on his every word. How could they not? With his sheer presence, and his smooth, deep voice, he could be up there reading the phonebook and have the entire room enraptured.

After he wraps up his speech and the applause dies down, the emcee invites the attendees to ask questions. I’m focused so intently on the discussion that when someone pulls out Roman’s empty chair next to me, I startle.

It takes a moment for the woman’s identity to register, and when it does, my stomach flips.

Katherine.

“Hi. Can I help you?” Flustered, my words come out more clipped than intended.

I think the curve of her mouth is supposed to be a smile, but the flatness in her almond-shaped brown eyes belies the sentiment. “Roger tells me you’re Roman’s assistant.” She keeps her voice low, so as not to distract the people around us who are listening to the Q and A.

Sitting back, I run through a list of possible reasons for Katherine’s visit. I don’t know the woman, but this doesn’t seem right. There can’t be any harm in telling her the truth, though.

I give her a polite smile. “That’s right. I’ve been working for him for about three months.”

She nods, her focus veering to the man on stage for a moment. She licks her lips before settling on me again. The move sends another involuntary stab of jealousy through me. This is the woman he shared his life with, his hopes and dreams, his true self.

All the things I find myself wanting more every day.

All the things I can never have.

So when Katherine watches me once more, I make sure my expression gives nothing away. If she knew my true thoughts, I can only imagine it would leave me vulnerable.

Or Roman. And that’s the last thing I want.

“I wanted to introduce myself,” she says. “I’m Katherine King.” She watches me a little too carefully, as if waiting for me to react.

I don’t. My expression remains even, despite the way a knot coils in my stomach at that name. King. “It’s nice to meet you.” Defenses up, I don’t offer my own name.

As casually as if she’s still his wife, Katherine picks up Roman’s still-partially full wineglass and takes a sip from it. Then she graces me with a smile that makes it clear that despite how hard I fight to suppress the urge to snatch it from her, she can sense it anyway.

Setting the glass down, she angles toward me as if she’s about to reveal a secret. Despite myself, I move in too. An instinctive reaction.

“Just a word of warning, darling. Don’t let yourself get too invested in this… job.” Her eyes flick to Roman, then back to me. “Although the King men might let themselves get distracted by a pretty face, their one and only priority is the King Group. When it comes down to it, they won’t let anything, or anyone, come between them and their goals. Believe me, I know.”

Mouth twisting, she picks up Roman’s glass again and finishes it off.

“Roman and I have a professional relationship, and that’s all.”

She lets out a delicate snort. “That’s what I told people at the start as well.”

I glance up at the stage and find Roman’s eyes fixed on us. Not wanting him to be distracted from the Q and A session, I give him a reassuring smile.

His jaw firms, but without skipping a beat, he launches into a comprehensive explanation in response to a question someone from the crowd fires at him.

When I turn back to Katherine, I catch the flare of irritation on her face. It’s only there for an instant before her expression smooths.

“Thank you for sharing your experience,” I tell her, as serenely as I can. “But you don’t need to worry. As I said, none of that applies to me.”

“Well.” She gives me a smile so phony that her lips barely move. “I hope for your sake that it stays that way. Roman and his father aren’t as different as he’d like everyone to believe.”

A shot of anger stiffens my spine, and this time I don’t hide my reaction. I’ve never met Roman’s dad, but I’ve heard enough to know that he isn’t a good person. Roman may guard his true self, but considering what he’s done for me, I struggle to believe he and his father share many of the same traits.

“Like I said.” My voice comes out tight. “I appreciate your concern, but it’s misplaced. Since Roman will be coming back soon, and I’m sure Mr. Haverscombe is wondering where you are, you should probably return to your seat.”

She scrutinizes me for one more second, then pushes back her chair and stands. As she looms over me, it’s hard not to be intimidated by her statuesque beauty.

And it’s impossible not to wonder what it was about her that drew Roman in with so much force that he married her. Considering the beautiful women he must be regularly surrounded by, what was it that caught his eye and stole his heart?

With a flip of her long hair, Katherine spins on her heel and sashays away.

When I look back at Roman, he’s watching her go. More little thorns of jealousy prick at my chest.

Jealousy that is so misplaced it isn’t funny.

Ugh. How did I end up in this situation?

With a sigh, I pick up my wineglass and drain it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


ROMAN


Anger tightens the muscles at the back of my neck as I glare at Katherine’s retreating form. I have no idea what she said to Chloe, but I doubt it was anything good.

Keeping my anger leashed, I take another couple of questions from the crowd, then gesture to the emcee to wrap things up.

Moments later, I’m striding down the steps from the stage to a round of applause.

I barely notice it. I’m too focused on Chloe, who’s fidgeting with the stem of her wineglass as I approach. Her smile when she looks up at me is stilted but genuine.

“Let’s go.” I refuse to talk about Katherine in the middle of these people, and I’ve done what I came here to do.

With a farewell to the man next to her, she stands and follows me out of the room.

Once we’ve left the ballroom, I pull her into the nearest alcove. “What did Katherine want?” My tone is more abrupt than I mean for it to be, but I don’t bother to temper it.

Her eyes widen. “She just wanted to introduce herself.”

I scoff. “I know my ex-wife. She’s not the friendly type.”

Brow crinkling, she averts her gaze. Quickly, though, she steels herself and faces me again. “She wanted to tell me that you’re a workaholic and you put your company first. I told her I already know that.”

I study her, certain she isn’t telling me the full truth.

By the way she keeps her eyes fixed on mine as she raises her chin, it’s clear she won’t reveal anything else. She doesn’t look upset, so I’d like to think that Katherine wasn’t as catty as I expected her to be.

“Okay.” As the word leaves my mouth, her shoulders lower a fraction. “Are you ready to go?”

“Yes.” She checks her watch. “If we leave now, we should make it to the airport with plenty of time to spare.”

“Actually,” I say, drawing the word out. “I’ve made a last-minute appointment to meet up with a business acquaintance, so we’re going to stay one more night.”

Her lips part. “We are?”

“Yes, and I’ve already contacted your father to make sure he was okay with it. He said to let you know that Carol is taking good care of him.”

Chloe blinks rapidly, bewildered. “You called my dad?”

“He’s listed on your contact form.”

With a shake of her head, she huffs out a little laugh.

Her response makes my mouth twitch. “What?”

“It’s just… you keep surprising me.”

“Just trying to even the score,” I tell her.

“Uh-huh.” Eyes sparkling, she cocks her head. “And what if I’m not okay with staying another night in the incredibly beautiful city of Nice?”

I rub my hand over my mouth to hide my amusement. “Actually, my acquaintance is in Paris, so we’ll stay the night there. But to make up for putting you out by extending our stay, I’ve arranged entry for you to visit the Louvre this evening.”

She sucks in a sharp breath. “What?”

“I won’t need your services during my meeting, so,” I shrug, feigning nonchalance, “why not? It would be a shame to visit Paris and not see it.”

Her throat bobs and a glossy sheen makes her eyes shimmer. “Thank you, Roman.”

The emotion in her voice ties unexpected knots in my chest. “No need to thank me. After all, I’m forcing you to stay another night.”

She shakes her head again, at a loss for words.

She’s still speechless as I steer her toward the exit. “Shall we then?”

We packed this morning and left our suitcases in the car, so once we’re buckled in, we head straight to the airport.

“Are you sure you don’t need me for your meeting?” Chloe asks as we board my jet.

“No. It’s informal.” And a last-minute decision. The man I’ve arranged to meet is an acquaintance from college who I’m catching up with over drinks. “It’s about an hour and a half to Paris. You should have another nap. Don’t want you falling asleep in front of the Mona Lisa.”

She gives me a beguiling smile. “Dad would never forgive me.”

After we take off, she retires to the bed at the back of the plane, and I dive into work. The flight to Paris is smooth and uneventful, the drone of the jet engines the perfect type of white noise to encourage productivity.

Chloe gets up not long before we land, and I insist she have a light meal. If she doesn’t eat now, she won’t have time before my meeting and her Louvre visit. Though we’ll be able to have a late dinner.

In Paris, a waiting car carries us to a premier hotel nestled in the heart of the city.

Chloe’s suite is once again next to mine. Clearly, I’m a masochist who enjoys torturing myself with the knowledge that my gorgeous assistant is only a wall away. That her bed is only a few feet from mine. But these suites have the best view of the Eiffel Tower, so I can tell myself my motives are utterly unselfish.

“Get changed into something more comfortable,” I tell her when we reach her door. “I’ll drop you off at the Louvre on the way to my meeting.”

Less than an hour later, we’re back in the car, maneuvering through early-evening Paris traffic. The Louvre looms in the distance, the former royal palace, with its imposing façade and iconic glass pyramid.

As we approach, Chloe admires it with a smile on her face. “I wish Dad could be here for this.”

The longing in her voice invades my chest. “Maybe you can come back with him sometime.”

“I’d like that. It’s always nice sharing these experiences with someone.” She turns to me. “I suppose you’ve been before.”

“A few times.” Lips pressed together, I survey the streets around us. “Will you be all right on your own?”

The smile she gives me is sincere. “I’ll be fine.”

Phone in hand, I double check that I’ve forwarded her entry confirmation to her. Since the King family is a patron, obtaining a ticket on short notice was easy enough. As she exits the car, I keep my focus fixed on her. She looks small and alone among the tourists that crowd the area around the glass pyramid.

The car pulls away before she’s out of sight. Halfway to my destination, I’m still replaying her words in my head. “It’s always nice sharing these experiences with someone.”

My plan to have drinks with Jameson is nothing but an excuse. I have no stake in this meeting. And frankly, I’m not overly fond of the man. Spending my evening watching Chloe smile as she takes in the artwork is far more appealing than drinking expensive alcohol while sitting across from someone who doesn’t have anything particularly interesting to say.

I send a message to Jameson letting him know something’s come up and I won’t be able to meet him after all, then direct my driver to turn around.

A short while later, I stride through the entrance of the Louvre, struck anew by the scale of the museum. I’ve been here several times, yet it’s no less a labyrinth of culture and history as it was the first time I visited. It’s less crowded in the evening, but still, finding Chloe might take a while.

It shouldn’t surprise me when I catch a glimmer of pale gold hair in the famous Salle des États, the room that houses the Louvre’s Venetian masterpieces. She’s standing in front of The Wedding Feast at Cana by Paolo Veronese, her head angled, body practically swaying toward it as if being drawn closer.

This is a side of Chloe I would never have known if Jasmine hadn’t pointed it out. It’s intoxicating, the sight of her, and it kills me to realize that a woman who only met her in passing found out more about her in an hour than I have in the three months she’s worked for me. Because I didn’t think to ask. Because I didn’t want to know.

Didn’t want to let myself care.

Except, somehow, I do anyway. I want to know what she thinks and how she feels. What makes her laugh and what brings her to tears. I want to understand her passion, her struggles—every piece of her.

But I can’t have those things. And once we’re back in New York, I won’t have this either.

All I have is right now.

Quietly, I step up beside her. She’s so absorbed in the painting that she doesn’t notice me.

“I’ve heard these things are better experienced with someone else.”

Hand pressed to her chest, she whips toward me. “Roman!” She shakes her head. “What are you doing here? Was your meeting canceled?”

“Something like that.” Before she can probe further, I nod at the painting in front of us. “What do you think?”

Frowning, she studies me, but after a moment, she turns back to the painting, as if she’s accepted that I won’t give her more of an explanation. “It’s incredible. I can’t imagine having the skill to paint something this big and detailed.”

I take in the artwork. It’s the largest in the Louvre’s collection and depicts the biblical story of the Marriage at Cana, where Jesus turned water into wine. It’s an elaborate scene, with an intricate play of light and color that brings the lavish feast to life.

“The colors are still so vibrant.” Echoing my thoughts, Chloe gestures at the dark blue of the room’s wall. “I read that they chose the midnight blue because it contrasts with the specific palette the Venetian Masters tended to use.” She points at parts of the scene. “Reds, yellows, oranges, greens. The room itself contributes to the artwork. It’s incredible.”

Her smile is like sunshine, the warmth sinking into me and flaring hot behind my ribs. I have to curl my hands into fists in an effort to stop myself from touching her. To see how far and fast that heat would spread if I had her satin skin under my hands.

“I didn’t know you wanted to be an artist,” I say to distract myself.

She turns to me, brows drawn together. “Why would you?”

She’s right, I’m her boss, not her friend. Even so, it feels wrong that I didn’t. I want to know—need to know—more about her. “What happened?”

She cocks her head, forehead furrowed, as if my question is strange. “Life happened.”

When did she give up on that dream? Was it when her father got sick? Or was it before that? Indulging in my curiosity isn’t helpful, not when every detail I discover only makes me want to know more, but it’s becoming a compulsion.

With a hand at her back, I turn her away from the painting, then usher her toward the other masterpieces housed in the huge room, stopping to take each one in.

She reads each plaque, sharing interesting tidbits of information with me. I already know many of the facts, but I listen attentively anyway. It’s hard not to, when her enthusiasm is so infectious.

As we move through the exhibit, I intersperse comments about what we’re looking at with questions about her. I discover that she never attended art school or took art classes in college. That most of what she knows about the theory of art she learned from the books she read as a child, and from her dad.

The sadness that clouds her expression when she talks about him slices through me. Her voice is steady as she shares how hard it’s been for her to witness the progression of her dad’s disease, how having his art stripped slowly but surely away was almost as painful for him as the inflammation in his joints.

When she once again mentions her hope that he’ll soon paint as well as he used to, a smile lights up her face.

And my damn chest lights up right along with it.

Which is a big fucking problem.

Because though I’ve tried so damn hard to deny it, what I’m feeling is more than just physical attraction. If that’s all it was, then I’d have no trouble maintaining control around her.

My attraction runs so much deeper. How can it not? She might look delicate, but she’s one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. And she pours that strength into taking care of the people she loves without hesitation or complaint.

Knowing how much younger than me she is should make a difference. It should be enough to keep me in check. But it’s not. Not anymore. That mix of strength and vulnerability, the warmth she possesses, the kind of maturity that goes way beyond her years—it’s impossible to see her as anything less than a woman in every sense of the word. And no matter how hard I fight it, I can’t stop wanting her.

But there are still lines I refuse to cross. Because no matter how much I admire her or how deeply I’m drawn to her, she’s still my beautiful, young employee. And that means she’s off limits.

Even if I can’t keep my eyes off her as I follow her around the room.

Before I know it, we’re standing in front of the glass case housing the world’s most famous piece of art.

For a long moment, Chloe studies the Mona Lisa. Eventually she gives a little shake of her head. “It’s funny how such a small thing can leave such a large mark on the world.”

“Mysteries and what ifs will always intrigue people,” I say. “It’s our curiosity that hooks us.”

Her lips curve up. “We all want to know what’s behind her smile.”

She may want to know, but for me, it’s much harder to force my attention away from the soft wistful smile on Chloe’s face than the enigmatic painted one.

“I never thought I’d see this in person,” she murmurs. “It’s almost like reaching back in time and feeling a connection to a person who lived centuries ago. History come to life.”

Her lashes flutter, and her eyes go glossy with an emotion that conjures an answering ache in my throat. When was the last time I was truly moved that way? When was the last time I appreciated an opportunity like this rather than dismiss it as a mere interruption to my goals?

I flash back to the conversation we had during her first week with the King Group when she told me that being rich isn’t everything. That it doesn’t guarantee happiness. Words I’ve heard so often that they slide off me without any impact. Usually because they’re said in voices brittle with envy.

For the first time the reality of those words strikes me hard enough to pierce.

Her happiness in this moment has nothing to do with the private jet we flew in on or the luxury suite I’m paying for. My money may have gotten her here, but it’s this moment of human connection that’s brought her true joy.

And it’s reflected in the smile that plays on her lips.

There’s a twisting sensation behind my ribs, and a wave of disorientation that has me clenching my eyes shut.

“Roman?” A soft touch on my arm centers me, loosening the screw in my chest.

Her face is lifted to mine, ridiculously pretty eyes watching me with concern.

Without thinking, I raise my hand and skim my knuckles along her jaw. “I’m fine, sweetheart.”

Her pupils dilate and her lush mouth parts in response, and once again, I’m dizzy, this time because of the force with which blood rushes to my dick.

Teeth gritted, I shove my hands into my pockets, determined to keep them away from her. “There’s a lot left to see. We should keep going.”

She blinks, then, with a visible swallow, she turns and moves on to the next painting.

As she goes, I drag my hand down my face. Stop touching her. More than ever, I need to remember who and what I am—and what this is.

Once I’ve reined my urges in, I catch up to her. At first, the atmosphere between us is thick, and she seems reluctant to meet my gaze, but eventually, she relaxes and once again reads aloud from the plaques and points out the details she loves about each piece.

And even if I stand a little closer to her than necessary, I manage to keep my hands away from her.

We spend the next few hours meandering through the museum, taking in the paintings and sculptures, the ancient artifacts in the antiquities section. It’s been years since I spent this long not thinking about work. I should be on edge. I should be checking my phone for messages and emails. But I’m too fucking enamored with watching Chloe to care. I’m too entranced by the way she blossoms in the atmosphere of the museum like a too-beautiful flower in the sunlight.

“Are you hungry?” I ask just before closing time.

She laughs. “I’ve just realized I’m starving.”

“I booked a table for a late dinner.”

Brows knit together, she frowns. “You must be tired. I can get room service if you want to get an early night.”

“I think I have enough energy to eat.”

“I forgot,” she says, with a mischievous smile. “You have stamina.”

There’s no stopping the slow smirk spreading across my face. I know it’s wrong, and I’ve been keeping myself in check for hours, but I can’t resist tilting my head closer to hers. “You have no idea how long I can last.”

She inhales sharply. But before I can regret my words, she turns so her lips almost brush my cheek. “I think I’ve witnessed firsthand how long you can last.”

A hot surge of lust floods my veins and I bite back a groan. It takes everything in me not to tell her that she hasn’t seen anything. That I could easily spend all night making her come over and over before I let my own satisfaction take me.

She bites her lip in an effort to hold back her smile, even though her eyes dance with it.

It hits me in the gut. My too-young, too-pretty assistant, whose smiles I’ve become obsessed with and whose touch I’ve been craving, is playing with me.

And I hate how much I fucking love it.

“You know what happens when you play with fire, don’t you?” I say, my voice low and rough.

If I thought my words would have her backpedaling, I was wrong.

Even as her cheeks flush, she cocks her head. “I imagine I’ll get very, very hot.”

We stand too close, the air between us crackling with enough desire to drown us both. With too much intimacy to pretend that all we are in this moment is a boss and an employee.

With sheer force of will, I step back. It hurts, the way her face falls, but I’m doing the right thing by both of us. There’s no way giving in to this attraction could lead to anything good.

“Come on.” The words come out gruff. “I can’t have my assistant wilting on her feet because I didn’t feed her.”

In response, her stomach grumbles loudly. She presses her hand against it while letting out a self-conscious laugh.

“Let’s go eat.” I do my best to smooth out my tone.

She exhales. “Okay, that would be lovely.”

I feel it the moment she steps back into her role, the distance opening between us more than just physical.

It’s what I need—what we both need—in order to keep our relationship professional.

There’s nothing professional about the way my hand automatically finds the small of her back as we make our way to the car, but I ignore the implication. It’s become a habit, and I’m not ready to break it just yet.

I’ll work on that once we’re back in New York, along with restoring the boundaries between us.

That’s what I tell myself. But twenty minutes later, when we pull up at our dinner venue, the one I chose just for her, the look on her face as she peers out the window lights me up inside.

Eyes wide, she turns to me. “Is this it?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


CHLOE


The corners of Roman’s mouth curl. “Why? Are you surprised?”

He knows very well that I wasn’t expecting this. But I won’t hold his cockiness against him. Not when I’m absolutely delighted. “I am, actually. This isn’t where I imagined you’d want to eat.”

The driver opens the door for me, and with one more glance at Roman, I climb out. On the narrow sidewalk, I look up at the quaint wooden front of the bistro in front of me. The cozy space on the other side of the large windows is lit by wall sconces and full of chattering diners sitting at tables covered with red and white-checked tablecloths.

Roman steps up beside me, his head dipped like he’s trying to hide his smile. “That’s because you assume I only eat food worthy of a Michelin star.”

I gape at him, my pulse going haywire and my mind flashing back to the night we worked late and ordered from my favorite pizza place.

“Because you’re a billionaire who wears thousand-dollar suits, rides around in a chauffeur-driven car, only dates women who look like supermodels, and probably has a home chef to whip up food worthy of a Michelin starred restaurant.”

He remembered that comment? Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s the most detail-oriented person I know.

“So you brought me to a hole-in-the-wall Parisian bistro?”

He shrugs his broad shoulders. “I thought after a long day you might be more comfortable eating here than a fine-dining restaurant. And the food is amazing.”

“You’ve been here before?” Though I’d never admit it, the idea that he might have brought some beautiful French model here, or maybe even Katherine, lodges itself like a rock in my throat.

His eyes pierce into me, as if he can sense the direction of my thoughts. “I haven’t. But Cole and Delilah raved about it after their last visit.”

Irrational relief sends blood surging to my cheeks. I turn toward the restaurant so he can’t see my reaction. “I can’t wait to see for myself.”

Just then, a couple exits the bistro, and the delicious scent wafting out of the open door makes my stomach grumble at an embarrassing volume.

Roman steps forward to catch the door before it shuts and holds it open for me.

Once we’re inside, a server approaches and speaks in French. Roman, of course, responds in kind. Because of course he’s fluent in French. It’s not like he needs anything else to make him more attractive.

Beaming, the server ushers us to a table for two in a dimly lit corner.

When we reach it, Roman pulls my chair out for me, and once I’m seated, he takes the seat opposite me. He discarded his tie and undid the top button of his shirt long ago, but now he rolls up the cuffs of his Oxford shirt, revealing his toned forearms.

I have to fight the urge to lick my lips at the sight. Every square inch of him, from his face to his chest to his arms and his large hands, conjures thoughts I have no business thinking.

Dirty, dirty thoughts.

Like the ones I have at night, when I’m alone in the dark. Thoughts that have me sliding my fingers between my thighs as I imagine those big hands on me, touching me, bending me over the desk in his office, sliding inside me and making me feel good.

My core clenches.

I’ve done my best to remain composed around him. But every moment we spend together makes it harder. And after these last few days—the things he’s done for me, the moments of intimacy—my attraction is burning out of control.

I’m behaving in ways I never would have dreamed of behaving around my boss. Every time he gets close, my brain and body go haywire.

Like the moment in the Louvre where I let my barriers down and flirted with him. It was impossible to ignore the impulse when he was looking at me with an intensity that had me breathless. When he was so close, the heat rolling off his big body soaked into mine, and his crisp, citrusy scent invaded my senses.

Desire sparked a desperate heated tension inside me. A need to touch and be touched. To explore the chemistry that flares to life every time we’re near each other.

He did the right thing, the smart thing, and shut it down. Kept both of us on the right side of the line we drew.

Except now we’re here. In this quaint bistro, tucked away in a corner of Paris, surrounded by the kind of scents that make me salivate almost as much as Roman’s sheer existence does.

He remembered my words from months ago. And rather than take me to a fancy restaurant he would probably choose for himself, he brought me here.

That knowledge has my heart fluttering in time with the butterflies in my stomach.

When the server returns, Roman orders wine—in French again, the way the words roll off his tongue only fanning the flames of desire burning hot inside me.

To distract myself, I bury my face in my menu. I was worried I wouldn’t be able to read the options, but thankfully, they’ve included the English description in brackets for people like me.

The food choices here are far more rustic than at the hotel restaurant in Nice last night. Everything sounds amazing, but I end up ordering crab and celeriac in remoulade sauce to start, and for my meal, I choose the “bistro classic” of truffle croque monsieur and a green salad.

Roman orders the same, and when my mouth pops open, he raises a brow. “What?”

“I just… I don’t know, thought you’d get the Beef Bourguignon or the pan-fried scallops, something like that.”

He leans back in his chair, resting one hand on the table. A smile plays at the corners of his mouth. “Cole raves about the croque monsieur. Swears it’s almost as good as the first grilled cheese Delilah ever made him, whatever that means.”

I’ve never seen him like this, so… I wouldn’t say relaxed. Maybe just focused on something that isn’t work. And right now, that happens to be me. It’s a side of him I’ve never witnessed, and like this, it’s far too easy to imagine that this is actually a date. That the Roman sitting opposite me isn’t my billionaire boss, but the man who’s sweeping me off my feet and might even shower me with orgasms later.

“How are Cole and Delilah, anyway?” I ask, desperate for conversation that won’t entice me to crawl across the table and slide into his lap. “How’s your niece?”

“They’re adjusting.” He smirks, but the expression quickly softens. “Lottie is… adorable. She already has Cole wrapped around her little finger.”

“And what about her uncle?”

He ducks his head, a low laugh rumbling out of him. “I wouldn’t rule it out.”

My heart melts into a puddle of warm goo. So much for this being a safe topic. The thought that his tiny niece might have her big, intimidating uncle wrapped around her little finger makes him even more attractive and only heightens my urge to climb into his lap and press my lips to his.

Our server appears with the wine, thankfully distracting me from those thoughts. It’s smooth and light, refreshing me enough to rein in my libido, and when he turns our conversation back to some of the artwork we’ve just seen, I find it a little easier to keep myself in check.

By the time our main dishes arrive, the wine, the atmosphere, and our discussion have relaxed me.

Despite how delicious the crab starter was, my mouth waters when the server sets our plates in front of us. If I thought my meal would be a simple French version of a grilled cheese sandwich, I was wrong.

Slices of tender ham covered in a creamy truffle bechamel sauce are nestled between two thick slabs of bread toasted to perfection, and over the top of it all is a gooey, bubbly layer of melted Gruyère cheese. The warm, buttery aroma rising from it has me swooning.

I look from it to the utensils next to the plate. “I’m guessing we’re supposed to eat this with a knife and fork?”

The corners of his lips turn up. “Things might get… messy otherwise.”

“Wouldn’t want that,” I murmur, mostly to myself.

“I don’t know,” he says. “Some things are better when they’re messy.”

He did not just say that.

My eyes flash up to meet his, but he merely raises a brow in response. “Eat your food, Chloe.”

I pick up my knife and fork, cut into the sandwich with a satisfying crunch, and lift a bite to my mouth. As the blend of flavors hits me—the sharpness of the cheese, the subtle smokiness of the ham, and the creamy decadence of the truffle béchamel sauce—a soft moan escapes me, and I think my eyes roll back in my head.

It takes a moment to collect myself, and when I do, I find Roman fixated on me, his expression hot and hungry, sending liquid heat pouring through my veins in a dizzying rush.

“I’ll have to thank Cole for the recommendation,” he says, his voice raspy and sexy as hell.

“You haven’t even tried it yet.”

His eyes sear into me like a brand, his hand curling into a fist on the tabletop. “I don’t need to.”

The intensity with which he regards me has my pulse skyrocketing. Why is it that, no matter how often we take a step back from the line we both know we shouldn’t cross, we always end up back here, teetering on the edge?

“I want to know what you think.” My own voice is husky.

He studies me for another long moment, then, breaking the spell, he runs his tongue over his teeth and picks up his utensils.

As he cuts into it and raises his fork to his mouth, I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, holding back a smile. He locks eyes with me as he slides it into his mouth. Never in my life would I have believed that I could be so turned on by watching a man simply consume food. Yet here I am. Everything Roman does is sexy, including maintaining eye contact while he eats. Even the way his throat works as he swallows causes liquid heat to pool low in my belly.

Face warming, I clear my throat. “Good?”

“I’ll let Cole know I understand the appeal,” he says in a low voice that quickens my pulse.

I pick up my almost empty wineglass and press it against my heated cheek, trying to cool myself down.

Luckily the server appears, cutting the tension a little. After refilling our glasses, he moves on, and we veer away from intimate or suggestive topics. We talk a little about my college years and he asks about what I do outside of work. That leads to me telling him about Lola, and how we’ve been best friends since the first day of high school when I tripped and fell in the middle of the cafeteria, and she came to help me while the rest of the student body laughed.

I can smile about it now, but Roman glowers. Being the man he is, I can’t imagine he’s had much experience with being laughed at.

I wouldn’t know, though, because although he asks a lot about me, every time I try to find out more about him or his family, he effortlessly sidesteps the topic.

Still, by the time we’ve finished our meals and another glass of wine, I’m pleasantly warm and tingly. Which means the cooler air when we step outside to wait for the car makes me shiver slightly.

“Come here,” Roman says.

Like a moth too willing to get burned, I step closer. He’s not wearing a jacket, so he runs his hands gently up and down my bare arms to warm me.

With a sigh, I look up at him. “I’m sorry your meeting didn’t work out, but this day has been amazing, so thank you… again.” I let out a little self-conscious laugh.

His eyes are dark and serious as he stares down at me. “I’ve told you before, you don’t need to thank me.”

“Yes, I do.” The heat of his skin on mine is making me a little lightheaded. It’s the only explanation for why I angle my head to the side and say, “Has anyone ever told you that your love language is acts of service?”

In response, his brows shoot up.

Heart lurching, I stammer, “I-I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I don’t mean that you love me. I just mean that you like to do things for the people you care about. Not that you care about me. I’m just your assistant, so you wouldn’t, of course⁠—”

By the way he frowns, I’m not making it any better, so I snap my mouth shut and focus on the street in front of us.

The car pulls up then, thank god. Roman shakes his head at the driver, signaling that he shouldn’t get out, then opens the door for me and waits while I get in.

Once he’s sitting next to me and we’re headed back to the hotel, I force myself to look at him.

“I’m sorry, that was⁠—”

He shakes his head. “Don’t apologize. I knew what you meant, even if I don’t agree with you.”

I frown. “How can you not? Look at everything you’ve done for me. And I’m just your employee. I can only imagine what you’ve done for your family.”

He clenches his jaw and looks away. “I doubt my brothers would agree with you either.”

My stomach sinks at the sudden tension emanating from him. He watches out the window, silent, for the rest of the trip.

All the while, I bite my lip, chastising myself for putting my foot in my mouth. My chest pinches, making it hard to breathe. I want to apologize again, but I honestly don’t know what for. And I don’t want to make things worse.

But when we finally return to the hotel and step out of the car, instead of stalking straight to the elevator, he turns to me. His jaw is still tense, though I don’t think it’s with annoyance.

The way he slowly inspects my features, his expression softening, heats me to the core. “I’m going to have a whiskey at the bar, try to unwind before bed,” he says. “Care to join me?”

I should say no. I should thank him again and retire gracefully to my room. But despite the change in his mood in the car, or maybe because of it, I’m not ready to walk away from him yet. Tomorrow this interlude will be over, and I want a little more time with this version of Roman first.

Talking to him, being with him, is far more enjoyable than it should be.

I lift my face to his. “I’d like that.”

The intensity in his eyes has my breath faltering and anticipation igniting in my belly. Too soon, his expression shutters, but the memory of the way he looked at me, the way he let himself look at me for that brief moment, has my body humming.

He nods in the direction of the hotel’s bar. “After you.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY


CHLOE


The bar is crowded. But as usual, Roman’s height and presence are enough to quickly clear a space for us, and to summon a bartender. Probably because the bartender is a gorgeous woman whose eyes light up when she spots him.

“Bonsoir, Monsieur. Que désirez-vous boire?”

Roman answers her in French. “Je voudrais un Michel Couvreur, s’il vous plaît.” Then he turns to me. “How about you? Would you like to try that whiskey now?”

Nose scrunched, I hum. “I’m not sure. Will it really make me sleepy, or is that just the excuse people use to drink whiskey before bed?”

He chuckles. “It doesn’t work for me, but I’m sure it does for some.” Mouth curling into a too-sexy smile that sends a shivery little thrill through me, he rubs his chin. “Why don’t you try some of mine, and then you can decide if you want one of your own?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Roman nods at the bartender, who turns around and pulls a bottle from the top shelf. She pours an inch of amber liquid into the glass and slides it across to him.

Thanking her, he holds the glass out to me. Our fingers brush as I take it from him, the contact eliciting another shiver. Ignoring the sensation, I lift the glass to my nose and sniff, my eyes stinging a little at the potent scent of alcohol.

Unsure, I glance up at him.

The devilish glint in his eyes is a challenge. So though I’ll probably regret it, I take a sip.

As I swallow, I swear my throat closes up. I wince, my eyes watering as I cough and laugh at the same time. I quickly pass the glass back to him. Instead of taking his own sip, he places the drink on the bar, cups my face with both hands, and uses his thumbs to gently stroke the tears from my cheeks.

My laughter dies at the heat of his touch and once more, our gazes clash. His gray eyes stare into mine, then drift to my mouth.

My pulse beats out of rhythm and an instinct I can’t fight has me wetting my lips under the intensity of his regard.

As a muscle leaps in his cheek, he drops his hands, and with a clearing of his throat, he turns and throws back his whiskey.

Even as my heart thumps in my ears, I swallow and try to break the sudden tension. “You make that look so easy.”

He huffs a laugh, and the thick air around us dissipates a little. “Years of practice.”

“So tell me. Do you actually like that stuff, or do you just drink it to be manly?”

He faces me again, resting his elbow on the bar. “Do you think I need a prop to be manly?”

Doing my best to hide my smile, I shake my head. He knows he doesn’t.

“Why don’t you have a brandy instead?” he says. “I think you’ll like it more.”

“That sounds like a good idea.”

He signals to the bartender again and when she comes over, he orders another whiskey for himself, and a brandy for me.

When the first taste of the smooth, warm liquid hits, I let out a little sigh of relief.

“Better?” he asks.

Relaxing, I smile up at him. “Better.”

I’m jostled from behind, the move forcing me closer to Roman. As my thigh brushes his, I’m enveloped in the delicious scent of his cologne.

Casually, he lays his arm on the bar behind me, skimming his thumb along the back of my arm. The move is almost protective, enticing me to lean into it. To lean into him. To feel more of his body against mine.

Or over it.

Maybe this brandy wasn’t a good idea. It’s putting all kinds of dangerous thoughts into my head. Thoughts about throwing caution to the wind and touching him, sliding my hands over his chest, pressing my lips to his and finally finding out what it would be like to kiss him.

Every time he looks at me with those wolf-gray eyes of his, I feel breathless. When he touches me, my heart skips a beat. Yes, he’s my boss, but nothing about our interactions tonight has felt like those between a boss and his employee. How could they? Walking around the Louvre, eating dinner in that cozy little bistro, standing here with him now. None of it was required of either of us.

Here, away from New York, away from the King Group, he’s different. Less guarded, more… real. God, what I wouldn’t give to experience the real Roman for just one night. To witness him lose control.

To have the entirety of his intensity focused on me.

“Tell me what you meant when you said life happened.” His low voice breaks into my thoughts.

I blink, my mind struggling to find its way back to reality. When I realize he’s talking about why I don’t paint anymore, I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.”

He says nothing, but he doesn’t look away either, as if he’s determined to find out.

Steeling myself, I take another sip of my drink. “Mom walked out on us when I was fourteen. Found some guy who promised to give her a more exciting life than the one she’d been living as the mother of a teenager and the wife of an artist. Dad wasn’t in a great place after she left. He’d never been particularly organized, always too busy getting lost in his painting. Then he became a single parent overnight, and he was in shock—we both were. He did his best, but…” I shrug, “He struggled to manage it all.”

“So you took over?” He frowns.

My heart squeezes at the thought of him thinking badly of Dad. “It was just the two of us, and he had to paint to keep money coming in,” I clarify. “But Mom leaving out of the blue like that shook him. He lost his creative spark for a while and sales started to drop off. We didn’t have a safety net, so I got an after-school job to help out and I took over the things he wasn’t so good at, like managing the bills and organizing day-to-day things.”

“And that’s when you gave up on your dream?”

Chest tightening, I shake my head. “That’s not how I think about it. I was a teenager, with a teenager’s dreams. I figured out my priorities earlier than most, that’s all.”

“And what are those?” His tone is laced with a grittiness I don’t understand.

I raise my chin, unsure if he’s judging me. “Having a stable job with a steady income and making sure I can look after the people I love. What’s the point of following your dreams if it means leaving everyone else to pick up the pieces?”

His lips thin. “That explains a lot.”

I search his expression. “What does it explain?”

He tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers skimming the sensitive skin of my neck. “Why you’re so mature for your age.”

The heat of his touch sparks a sudden rush of boldness within me. After all that’s happened between us, after the conversation we’ve just had, I’m feeling equal parts vulnerable and reckless. Add in the brandy, his scent, his sheer presence, and I’m riding high on a heady combination of emotions.

I slant my head to the side, my hair sweeping over the bare skin of my arm. “So not too young after all.”

His eyes rake over me, darkening as they go. “You’re still too young.”

My pulse shoots into overdrive. He’s not talking about the job.

“You just said I was mature for my age.”

Gripping my chin, he tilts my face up to his. His scrutiny has warmth blooming in my cheeks. The urge to step into him is a wild beat behind my ribs. To see how he’d respond if I went up on my toes and pressed my mouth to his.

The bar around us fades and a shiver racks through me as I imagine him wrapping my hair in his fist the way he did in the elevator.

In response, that too familiar muscle leaps in his jaw. “Don’t,” he growls.

I deliberately wet my lips, my heartbeat detonating in my ears. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?” My voice comes out breathless.

“Like you want me to taste you as much as I fucking want to.”

A tingling sensation rushes through me, my nipples tightening into hard little points. What the hell has gotten into me? Whatever it is, I’m too lost to the moment to care. “What if I do?”

Eyes hooded, he leans in. “You want me to taste you, Chloe?”

Oh god. My core clenches at the dark way he says those words, and I think a little moan escapes me.

“Do you even know what you’re asking for?” He slips his free hand down my arm to my waist, then lower, curling it around my hip.

He drags his thumb over my lips in a way that, if I still had any lipstick on, would have smeared it. “Is this where you want me to taste you, sweetheart?” Before I can even begin to formulate an answer, he gathers up the hem of my dress until he’s touching bare skin, his palm hot against my thigh, fingers skimming so close to my panties he can probably tell how wet I am right now. “Or is it here?”

“Roman.” I don’t know what I’m pleading for, but my whole body is on fire. I’ve never been so desperate to be touched.

For a second, his eyes flash, his expression turns feral, and both of his hands tighten on me. Then, abruptly, he lets me go and steps back.

The loss is so sudden it causes me to sway.

He turns to face the bar, picks up his whiskey, and downs half of it. “It’s late. You should probably go to bed. We’re leaving early tomorrow.”

My heart lodges itself in my throat. How can he just switch off like that? My body is still humming, the rasp of my dress too much against my sensitized skin. It takes a moment, but finally, reality crashes over me like a wave of icy water. What was I thinking, basically propositioning my boss in the middle of a bar? My boss who’s already made it clear he wants to keep our relationship professional only, despite our obvious mutual attraction.

I should want the same.

My cheeks burn with humiliation. I need to get away. Since he’s given me an out, I take it. “You’re right,” I say, my words stilted. “I’m tired. I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. King.”

His fingers tighten around the glass he’s holding, and his head dips, dark hair hanging over his forehead, but he doesn’t look at me. “Good night, Chloe.”

Blinking back tears, I beat a hasty retreat, pushing through the crowded bar and all but running to the elevators. Once I’m locked inside my suite, I rush out onto the balcony, hoping the fresh night air will cool my hot cheeks.

Pressing myself up against the stone balustrade, I take deep breaths and stare sightlessly at the Eiffel tower glowing in the distance.

I thought getting caught watching him jerk off was embarrassing, but tonight? Blatantly telling him I wanted his mouth on me and being sent away? It’s so much worse.

It was a straight-out rejection, and I have no idea how I’ll face him tomorrow.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


ROMAN


Itake another slug of my whiskey, gripping the glass so tightly my knuckles turn white.

The desire raging inside me is a physical force, burning me from the inside out. The spark that ignited in my gut the moment I first saw Chloe in the elevator, before I even knew who she was, has grown into an inferno destroying all my boundaries, charring any control I thought I had into ash.

Just last night I assured Ellis I wasn’t fucking my assistant—that I’m not following in my father’s footsteps—but only moments ago, I was one heartbeat away from sliding my fingers into her panties to find out how wet she was right here in the middle of a bar.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Specters of my father rise in my mind. The day I saw him with one of the maids bent over the table, the time Mom threw a party at our estate, and I caught him doing up his fly as he came out of the library, followed by a woman from the catering staff, who was buttoning her blouse.

The cold smile he gave me when he “confessed” the truth about Katherine.

And yet none of those thoughts are enough to erase the memory of Chloe’s soft skin under my fingertips. None of it can wipe away the needy way she breathed my name as I slid my hand up her thigh.

Still lost in my thoughts, I turn automatically when a woman inserts herself into the empty spot next to me. For a second my mind conjures the image of Chloe coming back to tempt me some more. But it’s not her. It’s a beautiful brunette with smoky brown eyes and a seductive smile aimed squarely at me.

“You are American?” she asks in a heavy French accent.

“I am.”

She tilts her head to the side, unbothered by my short answer. “Would you like to buy me a drink?”

I signal to the bartender, who arches a brow as she notes my new companion.

I nod at the brunette.

“Un martini avec du vermouth sec, s’il vous plaît,” she orders. When she turns back to me, she’s wearing a sultry smile. “Merci.”

I raise my almost empty glass between us. “Je vous en prie.”

Once she has her drink in hand, she takes a sip. “Are you here for business or pleasure?”

Good fucking question. After tonight, I have no idea, but I give her the easy answer, anyway. “Business.”

Plump mouth pursed, she surveys me. “Perhaps that is something that can be changed.”

For just a moment I consider taking out all my frustration, all my pent-up desire, on this stranger. But even as the idea forms, I’m rejecting it.

It’s not brunette hair I want gripped in my hands. It’s not brown eyes I want looking up at me, hazy with pleasure. It’s not some random woman I want moaning my name. The only woman I want, is the one I just told to go. Fucking someone else in the futile hope it will help me forget what Chloe offered me with such innocent seduction would be madness.

If I’m going to do something mad tonight, it’s not that.

I’m gripped by a conviction so strong, all my muscles tense with the need to move. To forget rules and boundaries, forget the future of the King Group, and forget my father’s fucking legacy for just one night.

To savor something sweet and ephemeral in this city where no one knows me. Where no one knows us.

One damn night to rid myself of this obsession.

Fuck it.

I throw back the rest of my drink and slam the glass down on the bar. Hanging on to a thread of civility, I turn to the woman. “Excusez-moi.”

Ignoring her disappointed expression, I stride away. In the elevator on the way up to my floor, need is like a living thing that twists and turns inside me.

As I approach Chloe’s door, there’s no doubting, no reconsidering. With more force than necessary, I knock, then grip each side of the doorframe as I wait.

The minute she opens it, eyes widening at the sight of me, I step forward, slide a hand into her hair, and tilt her head back.

“One night,” I growl. “One night when I’m not your boss, and you’re not my assistant. Can you do that?”

Her breaths spill from between her parted lips as she searches my face. She wants this, that I’m certain of, but she needs something else just as much. I do my best to gentle my tone. “Say no and I’ll walk away. Say no and nothing will change. Whatever you decide, you’re safe with me, sweetheart. Your job is safe.”

Her eyes flutter closed, and when they open again, her pupils are dark pools of desire. “One night.”

I shove my other hand into her hair and crash my mouth down on hers, backing her into the room as I do. She opens for me, her taste exploding on my tongue. So fucking sweet. As sweet as I imagined she’d be last night with sugar on her lips. In this moment, though, it’s not sugar, it’s all fucking her.

As she clutches at my shirt, I angle her head back to get better access to her mouth. Pressing her against the now closed door, I cage her against it and pin her wrists above her with one hand.

In response, she moans, arching up into me.

Dick throbbing, I rock into her—a promise of what’s to come. 

“I’ve been imagining this moment for far too long.” I skate the fingers of my free hand down her neck and palm her breast, relishing the stiffness of her nipple as it pushes against the fabric of her top.

“I have too,” she breathes.

“Keep your hands up.” Without waiting for her to reply, knowing she’ll obey, I grasp both of her hips. As if reading my mind, she lifts one knee, and I clutch her thigh, wrapping her leg around me so I can grind against her. 

“Oh god.” She bucks into me, her movements jerky with desire.

As I trail hot kisses down her neck, I release my grip on her leg so I can untie the bows holding the straps of her dress together. The fabric falls, catching at her waist and exposing her perfect breasts and berry pink nipples, diamond hard and begging for my mouth. Watching her face for her reaction, I palm them and revel in the way her lashes flutter shut. No longer able to resist, I dip my head and suck one between my lips.

“Roman.” She squirms, letting her head fall back against the door.

With my tongue sliding around one tight peak, I pinch the other. Then I swap, the sensation forcing a desperate whimper out of her.

In the next moment, I drop to my knees and tug her dress over her hips, leaving her in nothing but a pair of panties that are so wet they’re practically translucent.

The sight of the sheer material clinging to her pussy has a low sound rumbling up from deep within me. “So fucking pretty. I knew you would be.”

I press my thumb against her, slowly sliding it up until it bumps over her clit, making her hips jerk.

“Pull your panties aside.”

“Wh-what?” she chokes out, looking down at me with glazed eyes. 

Head tipped back, I lock my jaw. “I want you to show me exactly how pretty you are.”

The delicate arches of her rib cage flare on a sharp inhale. Then, as the breath slowly trickles out of her, she drops her hands from above her head and pulls the damp material to the side.

My cock pulses, desperate for release. Set on savoring her, I grip the base and squeeze to relieve the pressure. But I need more of her. More of her body. More of her trust.

Especially her trust.

“Show me everything, Chloe.”

Mere inches from my face, her fingers tremble and her belly quivers.

I don’t press her. I want her to choose this. Because she feels safe. Because she knows I’ll look after her. That I’ll make her feel good.

So when she delicately spreads herself for me, a surge of satisfaction courses through every inch of my body.

She’s soft and pink and so damn wet, her tight little opening glistening, and her clit already plumping up under my gaze.

“Look at you. So fucking perfect.” My voice is dark and rough, and when more arousal spills from her, dripping down her thighs in response, the throb of my cock is almost painful. “Look what a pretty mess you’re making for me.”

I need to taste her. But I want to savor the sight of her like this. So instead of putting her out of her misery, I curl my fingers around her hips and drag my tongue up the soft skin of her inner thigh.

The moment the taste of her arousal registers, I groan. Fuck. Just as incredible as I expected. Better. I do the same to her other thigh. 

“Oh my god.” She’s still holding herself open for me, her clit swollen and begging for my touch.

“You’re being so good for me, sweetheart. I’m going to make you come now, okay?”

When she whimpers in response, I hook my fingers in her panties and drag them down her smooth thighs, forcing her hands out of the way as I do.

The moment she’s out of them, I lift her leg and drape it over my shoulder.

“Hold that perfect little cunt open for me again.”

“Roman, please,” she urges, even as she obeys. 

With a wicked grin, I lean forward and slide my tongue from her entrance to her clit.

She gasps, her back arching away from the door. And when I suck that swollen bundle of nerves into my mouth at the same time I slide one finger into her hot, wet channel, she lets out a low moan.

Pulling back, I watch as I stroke in and out of her. “You’re dripping all down my hand, sweetheart. Making a mess of me as well. You need this, don’t you?”

“Y-yes.”

“You need me to make you come?”

“God, yes.”

I add another finger, and she contracts around me, already so damn close.

Pressing my tongue to her clit, I stroke hard and fast, in time with the thrust of my fingers.

“I’m g-going to c-come.”

Fuck yes, she is. She’s squeezing me so damn tightly, I’m already fantasizing about stretching her so she can take my cock. 

“Can you take three, sweetheart?” She needs to if I have any hope of fitting.

A breath shudders out of her. “I think so.”

Gently, I ease one more finger inside her, opening her, making her shudder and rock her hips.

When I suck her clit into my mouth again, she orgasms with a stuttered moan, grinding her pussy against my face, her slick channel clenching and releasing around my fingers. With every pulse, another gush of arousal spills out of her, slicking over my palm.

Pulling my hand away, I replace it with my tongue, catching as much of her wetness on it as I can before spearing it inside her to feel the last flutters of her orgasm.

My dick throbs so painfully I have to give it a rough stroke through my pants.

Only when her thighs stop shaking do I stand and kiss her, swallowing her whimper as I lick into her mouth.

“You like how you taste, sweetheart?” I grind out. “Because I fucking love it.”

Clutching her hips, I lift her so she can wrap her legs around me. Instantly, the wet heat of her pussy seeps through my clothes, driving me wild.

I stalk across the suite to the bedroom and lay her down. Standing above her where she’s sprawled on the mattress completely naked while I’m still fully dressed, has me more turned on than I’ve ever been in my life.

The lights in the room are off, but with the curtains open, the glow of the city outside gilds her body. As I drink her in, I’m assaulted by one image after another, all of them centering around her and each one more graphic than the last. I picture taking her up against the window looking out at the Eiffel Tower, or on the balcony, bending her over as she braces her hands on the railing and tries not to scream my name for the city to hear. I see myself fucking her in the shower and on every surface of this suite, and I know I won’t have time to do it all before this moment between us is over.

For now, I need to have her here on this bed. 

She looks up at me through long lashes, pale waves fanning out around her head, mouth parted and swollen from my kiss. Seeing her like this has all my blood pooling in my aching dick.

I’m going to take her right here. Watch her come apart for me. If this moment is all we can have, I’m going to make sure neither of us forgets it.

One last sane thought percolates through the lust. She needs to know she still has control. “Tell me this is what you want.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


CHLOE


Istare up at him where he looms above me, still fully clothed, his hair disheveled and his gray eyes so dark with desire they look almost black.

No one has ever made me feel this desirable, this needy, this… powerful.

My body still buzzes from the orgasm he gave me, but I’m desperate for more. His body against mine, his hands on me. 

So in response to his question, I answer the only way I can. “I want everything. All of it.”

The words have barely left my lips when he starts unbuttoning his shirt. He’s moving too slow for my liking, so I sit up and pull the bottom of it out of his pants, then start with the bottom button and work my way up until we meet in the middle. When the sides fall apart completely, I slide my hands up his torso, savoring how smooth and warm his skin is. He lets me explore the dips and valleys, the hard muscles, and the trail of hair that leads downward until his body is coiled tight.

Finally, gripping my wrists, he pushes them away and shrugs the shirt off, letting it fall to the floor.

My thighs clench involuntarily at the sight. He’s mouthwatering like this, standing in front of me, his gray eyes piercing, the wide expanse of his chest on display, abs rippling, and that V that cuts in at his hips⁠— 

He brings both hands to his belt buckle, snapping me out of my stupor, his gaze fixed on me as he sheds his pants and boxer briefs. 

When I see his cock in full for the first time, I lose my breath. It was obvious that night in his office that he was big. But like this, I can see every detail. It’s long and thick and curved and so hard the head is almost brushing his abs. 

When he grips it with one hand and stretches it away from his stomach, I bite my lip to stop the moan that rises in my throat.

I have no idea how he’s going to fit inside me, but I trust Roman to make sure my body takes him. He’ll make this night good for me, there’s no doubt in my mind.

Just thinking about it is making me desperate. Not just for him to fuck me, but to be claimed in a way I’ve never craved before. I know this is just a one-night thing, but the intensity of it feels like so much more.

He snags his discarded pants off the floor and pulls out a condom. With his teeth, he tears the wrapper, then sheaths his length in one smooth movement.

“Lie back.” The dark, bass rumble of his voice vibrates through me.

Obediently, I ease back. He follows, pushing my thighs apart and climbing onto the bed between them. There’s something in his eyes as he looms over me. It’s more than lust, but I can’t name it, and when he drags his thick crown through my soaked pussy, I forget all about it.

He stares down at where I’m spread open for him, the heat emanating from his body sending my heart racing. “So damn wet for me. So ready for my cock.”

I have to twist my hands into the bedcovers on either side of me to tether myself as anticipation tightens into a hot knot in my belly.

Planting one hand on the mattress next to me, he locks his gaze with mine and presses himself against my entrance. 

Impatient and so needy, I wriggle, then rock up against him, forcing my body to part around him, wedging his thick, blunt head an inch inside me.

He grips my hip hard enough to leave a bruise, stopping me from doing it again. His features are drawn tight. “You’ll take every inch of me like a good fucking girl,” he growls. “But it’s going to happen my way.”

A shudder ripples through me at his words, and my body involuntarily tightens around his tip.

He growls out a curse, so I clench again, deliberately this time. “Please.”

The chuckle that escapes him is dark. “So ready to come again.”

“Yes,” I hiss, back arching.

Eyes glittering, he lowers his head a few inches. “Then hold still and I’ll give you what you need.”

I relent, letting my knees fall out to the sides to give him better access. 

He licks his lips, the faintest brushstrokes of red on each cheekbone revealing the effort it’s taking him to go slow. “That’s it. Let me in, sweetheart. Let me fill this sweet little cunt for you.” 

His gravelly, lust-filled voice causes my entire body to flush with heat. 

With a low groan, he pushes into me. One thick inch at a time. Stretching me. Filling me. There’s a pinch of pain, but it’s drowned out by how good it feels as he slowly buries himself in me.

Clearly fighting for control, he grits his teeth. Beads of sweat form at his hairline, and every one of his muscles tightens. But I don’t want his control. Not now. Not tonight.

I clench again, and his eyes slam shut. When he opens them, there’s only a thin ring of silver surrounding the dark of his pupils. 

I’ve gotten what I want.

He drives into me hard, forcing my body to give way around the last few inches of him. I cry out in pleasure as he fills me to the hilt, even as I struggle to adjust to his size. I’ve never been so full. Never known what it’s like to be so deeply joined with a man’s body.

Dropping down until his chest is pressed to mine, he cradles my head and kisses me. His tongue invades my mouth, stealing my breath. It’s dominating and intoxicating, sending sparks ricocheting out from my core. 

But when he finally moves, withdrawing in a long, slow glide before surging back into me, electric heat blazes along my nerve endings. And when he finds a hard, consistent rhythm, I can only hold on and arch up into him.

Offering more.

Wanting more. Wanting everything.

Roman growls, eyes blazing as they fix on mine. “Just like that. You’re taking me so fucking well.”

With every thrust, he rubs against my clit, causing a hot, taut wire low in my belly to twist until the tightness is almost unbearable. I thrash beneath him, straining to get even closer. 

As if he senses what I need, he hooks his arms under my thighs and drapes my legs over his shoulders. Then he grips my ass, angles my hips, and slides impossibly deep.

My inner walls clamp down and I’m lost to everything but him.

He fucks me like he’s been thinking of nothing else for months. He fucks me like he knows exactly what I want. I grasp his biceps, desperate to ground myself so I don’t fly apart. The ripple of his muscles under my hands anchors me; so does his stare. Hot and intense, it pins me in place.

“You feel so good. Like your perfect pussy was made to take my cock.”

He’s right, that’s exactly how it feels. But I try not to think about what it means. About how nothing else will ever compare to this.

His thrusts come harder, the friction against my inner walls building me up even higher, until pleasure and heat spiral deep inside me. Though I’m almost completely lost to the pleasure he’s wringing from me, I do my best to rock my hips to meet his, taking him. Taking it all.

“Oh god,” I gasp, desperate for relief.

“Work that pretty little clit for me. Make yourself come on my cock.”

I do as he says, so swollen and sensitized my entire body jolts as I make contact.

Roman straightens, letting out a feral groan as he watches my fingers move over my slippery flesh. 

It’s all too much. The heat twisting like a live wire deep inside me is going to snap any second. “I’m close,” I pant. “I’m so close…”

His hot, hungry gaze sears into me. “I can’t wait to see how beautiful you look when you’re coming around me.”

His words send a lance of pleasure directly to my core. With a few more thrusts and a few more swipes of my fingers, the tension within me shatters. My muscles seize and my spine arches as pure ecstasy courses through my veins. 

With a strangled curse, he rises to his knees and lifts my hips, driving into me with hard, deep strokes, hitting that perfect spot inside me over and over again.

Tears leaking from my eyes, I call out his name as a second, even more powerful orgasm crashes over me. 

“Fuck, Chloe.” His movements are harsh and choppy. “You’re making me—” With a final thrust, he groans long and deep. I feel every hard throb of his cock as he empties himself into the condom. 

God, if only he were emptying into me. Filling me completely. Leaving me with that memory after this night is over.

It’s never been something I’ve craved or even experienced before. And it’s a stupid thought. One I firmly push from my mind.

Because as he withdraws from me, leaving my body sated but achingly empty, I know this is the moment when our night together ends.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


ROMAN


My heart slams against my ribcage, the aftershocks of my orgasm still vibrating through me when I pull out of Chloe. After stripping off the condom, I tie a knot in it and drop it on top of my discarded clothes to deal with later.

Chloe is stretched out next to me, close but not touching. Her eyes are averted, her attention turned toward the window.

This should be my cue to get up and go. To start the process of stepping back. We’ve slaked our thirst for each other, and now it’s time to put it behind us.

Instead, I tug her in close and settle her so she’s half on top of me. I wasn’t exactly gentle with her. The least I can do is let her catch her breath before I leave her all alone in this big bed.

That’s what I tell myself, anyway, as I skim my fingers up and down her still-damp skin, grazing over her spine.

For a few minutes, our gradually slowing breaths are the only sounds. The near silence is oddly comfortable, encouraging my muscles to loosen. My lungs expand as if it’s the first deep breath I’ve taken in a long time.

Chloe’s slender fingers trace small circles on my chest. “It’s such an incredible view.” Her voice is soft and a little dreamy as she regards the Eiffel Tower beyond the window, still lit up against the black sky.

“The first time we came to Paris,” I say, surprising myself, “I was nine. So Cole was four, I think, and Tate was about a year old.”

Her movements stop, but only for a moment before she silently continues caressing me.

“Mom and Dad were out to some event, and after the nanny put us to bed in our hotel suite, Cole and I snuck out and sat on a balcony a little like the one out there. He asked me if the Eiffel Tower was a rocket ship.”

She smiles against my chest, the sensation making me smile too. I don’t let myself dwell too much on my childhood. I’d rather focus on the present and the future. On the things I can change.

But here in the dark, with this woman in my arms, memories send a rush of warmth through me.

“What did you tell him?”

“I said it was. And that if we could climb to the very top, it would fly us away to another planet.”

The soft breath of her laugh flutters against my skin.

“He asked if I could help him climb to the top the next day. When I said I’d think about it, he told me we could only do it if we took Tate and our nanny with us.”

“Your nanny?”

There’s a deeper question there. Why our nanny and not our parents?

“She was one of the good ones,” I say. “One who didn’t take the job with the aim of fucking our dad.”

She stiffens against me.

I clench my jaw and hold her a little tighter. “I shouldn’t have said that.” My voice comes out rough. “I have no idea how my dad manipulated them to get what he wanted. If he threatened their jobs.”

“Roman,” she breathes, pushing herself up. As she studies me, the light filtering in from outside shimmers in her moonlight hair, gilding the side of her face, and illuminating the compassion in her eyes.

Compassion I’ve done nothing to earn.

“Did your mom know?”

“He only made a token effort to hide it. She did a better job of hiding her affairs.” I keep my focus on where I’m skating my fingers over her delicate collarbone. “Apart from Tate, of course.”

“Tate?”

I’ve never talked to anyone but my brothers about this, but there’s no denying that I trust her. This moment between us wouldn’t be happening at all if I didn’t.

If we didn’t trust each other.

“He was a result of one of Mom’s affairs. In public, Dad maintained the lie that he was Tate’s father. It was more convenient than the alternative. A messy divorce wouldn’t have suited him. At home, though, was a different story. Tate grew up knowing he was different. It wasn’t easy for him.”

“He had you and Cole, though.” She says it with a certainty that makes my ribs constrict.

“Not the way he should have had.” I force out the admission. An hour ago, I wouldn’t have imagined confessing that I wasn’t there for Tate, for either of my brothers, the way I should have been. But despite the knot in my stomach, I keep going. “Dad made sure to put distance between the three of us as we got older. I think he worried that if we functioned as a unit at all, he’d lose power over us. He used our weaknesses against us. Mine was that I was the firstborn. And that I was the one most like him in appearance. The one he believed he could mold in his likeness.”

“He didn’t, though.”

I don’t respond. Because the truth is that he did until he overplayed his hand. That I loved him almost as much as I hated him until he made it impossible to love him, or even admire him, anymore. And I’ve spent well over a decade trying to unravel the real me from the man he tried to make me. Even now, I’m not sure I’ve managed it.

“Roman…” Her voice is hesitant. “I… Can I ask… Did your father ever sleep with his assistants?”

All my muscles coil tight. She thinks I’m the same as him. “Yes,” I grit out.

Before I can move, before I can put distance between us, she places her palm against my cheek. “You’re nothing like him. You didn’t manipulate me. You didn’t threaten my job. I’m here because I want to be here. Because I…” Her throat moves in a swallow. “Because you made me feel safe enough to say yes to this. And I get it. I know this will only happen this once. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

My heart twists. Fuck. This woman. Maybe, if things were different. If I were capable of more…

But they’re not. I’m not.

She told me what she needs, a good job, a steady paycheck, stability, safety. Those are the only things of value I can offer.

And tonight.

I can offer her tonight.

Pulling her up my body, I claim her lips. I don’t want to think about my father. Not here when I’m with her. I want to memorize her taste, imprint the feel of her against my skin, burn this moment into my synapses, so when this night is over, I can remember how it felt to have her in my arms.

Desire is an insistent pulse in my veins. I have to have more.

In one quick movement, I flip her over, eliciting a gasp from her as I cover her body with mine. “I need you to spread those beautiful legs and let me taste you again.”

She does as I ask without hesitation. 

I kiss and lick my way down between her breasts and over the smooth skin of her stomach. When my mouth finds her still-slick center, a shuddery breath spills from her lips.

A groan of satisfaction escapes me, vibrating through her.

She squirms, forcing me to grip her thighs and hold her open for me as I swirl my tongue over her clit, then lower, pressing it inside her tight little entrance.

“Oh my god.” Back bowed, she tangles her hands in my hair, sending a hot surge of lust through me.

With my mouth and fingers, I build her up again. The way she gasps and whimpers has me grinding my hips against the mattress to ease my aching cock. As desperate as I am to be balls deep in her, I won’t stop until I taste her orgasm again.

She’s panting now, so close to giving me what I want. A hot, wild sensation burns behind my ribs. A sudden desire to mark her, to give her a reminder of this night. 

“I’m going to come.” Her voice is strained, desperate.

Giving in to the urge, I work her clit with my thumb, and as her release takes over, the moment her channel starts to flutter against my tongue, I turn my head, my lips skimming her inner thigh, a place where only she’ll see the evidence of what we’ve done.

And as I pinch her clit to push her over the edge, I suck hard on her tender skin. Marking her, claiming her. Even if only for one night.

She cries out my name as she comes, her hips jerking. I focus back on her center, my tongue taking over from my thumb so I can bury my fingers inside her, dragging out her climax, savoring the way her needy little pussy pulses so hard around me.

By the time her orgasm recedes, she’s a quivering mess, splayed out on the bed, breathless.

I take in the mark I made, and a sensation that almost feels like possessiveness sinks its claws deep.

I clench my eyes shut, unable to stop the thought that infiltrates my mind.

Crossing this line might be the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


CHLOE


Eyes still closed to the morning light, I stretch an arm out, palm flat, and find nothing but cool sheets.

I roll over and scan the room to make sure, but the stillness confirms what I already know—he’s not here.

I throw my arm over my eyes, memories of last night flashing through my head. His body moving over mine, his words, his touch, the way he felt inside me…

Heat flares over my skin and my nipples tighten, sensitive against the silky sheets.

Last night exceeded all my expectations. Though I haven’t had many sexual partners, I’ve had enough to know good sex from bad. And sex with Roman wasn’t just good. It was mind blowing.

On my side once more, I curl into a ball. How am I going to sit in the same office with him day after day and not imagine all the things he’s done to me and the way he made me feel?

I don’t have the first clue, but I have to. That was the agreement. And as hard as I’ve made things for myself, I can’t bring myself to regret last night.

Maybe I should. Maybe I should be chastising myself for being so reckless, especially when my decisions affect Dad as well as me. But I trust Roman when he says he won’t let what happened between us affect my job.

I just have to make sure the same is true for me.

With a sigh, I get up and stretch, enjoying the almost pleasant soreness of my muscles. We don’t have to leave for another two hours, so I take my time luxuriating under the hot spray of the shower. As I soap myself up, my fingers brush over a sensitive spot on my inner thigh. I look down, my mind flashing back to the moment when Roman left his mark on me.

With a shiver, I trace my fingers over it again. What was going through his head when he did this to me?

I can’t dwell on that question. I need to put my professional mask back on and prove that I can move past last night and not make things weird. Even though I’m suddenly doubting my ability to do so.

After I’ve dried off, I order breakfast from room service and sit out on the balcony in the sun to eat delicious pastries and sip on my coffee.

It’s unbelievable still, that I’m here, in Paris, surrounded by so much history and beauty. It feels like a dream.

One I’ll have to wake up from all too soon.

When Roman’s knock finally comes, I’m packed and ready to go, even if I’m not ready to face him. My heart hammers as I carry my small suitcase to the door.

It throws in an extra beat, just for fun, when I tug on the door’s handle and see him standing there. He’s in a suit, of course. I’m not sure he wears anything else. But god he wears it well.

His hair is slightly damp, as if he hasn’t been out of the shower long. Did he sleep in after our long night? Or did he go straight back to work when he left my room?

My chest tightens at the memory of the admission he shared with me between orgasms. Is his father the reason he drives himself so hard?

“Good morning.” His voice is a touch rougher than normal, and he examines me in a way that definitely doesn’t scream professional. “Did you get much sleep?”

My cheeks heat, but I ignore the sensation. “A couple of hours. How about you?”

One corner of his mouth tugs up. “One or two.”

Throat suddenly dry, I wet my lips, and his gaze instantly drops to my mouth, sharp and focused.

My pulse leaps. Maybe it won’t be easy for him to go back to the way things were either.

He reaches for my suitcase, and I let him take it, even though I’m more than capable of carrying it myself. He handles it as well as his with ease as we walk down the hallway and take the elevator down.

The air surrounding us is thick with unsaid words, and my body is taut with the need to stand closer to him; to run my hand over his chest and press it to the spot above his heart so I can feel the solid thump of its beat. But I resist. I had one night to explore him; to pretend there were no obstacles keeping us apart, and now that’s over.

In the car on the way to the airport, I look out the window, and beside me, Roman loses himself in work on his phone. Honestly, I’m grateful to have a little more time before I have to act as if he’s merely my boss.

I take in the buildings we pass, soaking it all in. One day, I hope I can bring Dad here. I’ll show him what I was lucky enough to see on this trip and discover everything else I haven’t had a chance to yet.

It’s a comfort, imagining that rather than dwelling on the knowledge that I’ll never again experience Roman the way I did last night.

Once we board the King jet, we settle into the seats we sat in previously, facing each other. I deliberately avoid looking at him, instead studying every facet of the cabin, hiding behind a flimsy pretense of normality.

The idea that he can probably tell I’m flustered makes me feel more vulnerable than I like.

And quickly, I realize I’m not hiding anything. When the plane levels out at cruising altitude, I can’t withstand his scrutiny any longer.

As our eyes meet, my stomach drops. The tightness in his expression is like a physical blow. It’s one I’ve never seen before.

“It’s so strange,” I babble. “The time we land in New York will be just after the time we left France. It will be like the next seven hours didn’t happen.”

For a moment, his brows draw together, then his expression softens. “Come here.”

My heart lurches at the command. “What? Why?” I let out a nervous laugh.

God, this is nothing like me. I’m supposed to be mature. I’m supposed to be the kind of woman who can have the most incredible night of her life with her boss and then act as if it never happened.

Roman lowers his voice. “I said come here.”

I unbuckle my seat belt and take a small step. That’s all it takes to be practically standing between his legs. I look down at him, heart pounding and knees shaking. Not from fear, but from the memory of just how hard he made me come last night.

His eyes spark, as if he’s remembering too, and his hands curl into fists on his thighs. “We promised each other one night.”

Too embarrassed to listen to any more, I hold up my hand. “Don’t. I know what we agreed to and I’m fully onboard. I won’t make things weird. I’ll be exactly the professional assistant you⁠—”

“Chloe.”

The low growl stops me and sends my pulse racing.

Trembling, I whisper, “Yes?”

He looks down, uncurling his fingers and flexing them. Then he focuses on me again. “The next seven hours will be like they never happened.”

I blink, my skin heating. “I know how time zones work. I was just saying it’s a weird feeling.”

His chuckle is low, vibrating over me in the most intimate way, like the way he groaned against my skin.

In response to the memory, a shiver courses through me, and my nipples harden to points, straining against my shirt.

His focus lands on them, his nostrils flaring. “Seven hours that will only belong to us.”

My stomach flips at the gravel in his voice—at the implication of his words. Is he suggesting an extension to our agreement?

“I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to. We can leave things the way we said we would. Or we can spend the next few hours doing the things we didn’t get a chance to do last night.”

My heart thrashes against my ribcage, even as an ache settles deep in my belly. The responsible thing to do would be to sit back down and tell him we should leave things the way they are. But just being in Roman’s proximity rips apart my sensible persona. And how could I not want to enjoy the moment rather than worry about the future?

Surely indulging in a few more orgasms won’t make things any worse?

He regards me, head back, legs spread, hands fisted on his thighs again. His knuckles are white, as if he’s restraining himself from touching me.

Tendrils of need tighten into a knot inside me. A few more hours to touch, to taste—to pretend…

Once again, I throw caution to the wind, and I give him my answer by dropping to my knees between his. 

He groans. “Fuck, Chloe.”

“The flight attendant won’t come out, will she?”

He stabs a button on the arm of his chair. “We’re working out here, so no interruptions. I’ll call if I need you.”

Mostly reassured that I won’t be seen kneeling in front of my boss, I grasp the buckle of his belt.

He wraps his hands around mine, searching my face. “You don’t have to do this.” 

I look up at him through my lashes. “I want to.”

His eyes sear into me, but he cradles my jaw, feathering his thumbs over my cheekbones with a tenderness that makes my eyes sting. “You want to know what I taste like when I come, sweetheart?”

The sting is replaced by a rush of desire throughout my entire body. I press my thighs together, my voice coming out breathy when I say, “It’s only fair.”

A muscle leaps in his jaw, and he unbuckles his belt. “Take me out.”

I reach, almost too eagerly, for his zipper and undo it. He lifts his hips so I can pull the tops of his pants and his boxer briefs down.

He’s already mouthwateringly hard. And when he grips himself and strokes upward, a pearlescent bead of pre-cum forms at the head, then trickles down the underside of his shaft. It’s incredibly erotic, watching him, this man who is usually so reserved, so in control, sit here fully dressed in his tailored suit with his beautiful dick in his hand.

“Unbutton your blouse.” His gritty tone sends sparks shooting up my spine. 

Obediently, I work the buttons free with shaky fingers, then let it slip off my shoulders and fall to the floor behind me, leaving me in my skirt and white satin bra. Each breath I take causes my hard, sensitive nipples to rub against the fabric, sending a little shiver through me. 

His irises turn stormy as he drinks me in. “Fucking gorgeous.” With his free hand, he drags both cups of my bra down, exposing my breasts.

He rolls one peak, then the other, between his fingers, teasing them until they’re tight and achy. Then he slips the pad of his thumb between my teeth and tugs my jaw open. 

Angling his cock toward me, he pauses. “Is this what you want?” 

Casting my eyes up to his, I nod. The move is small, considering he’s holding my mouth open. 

His expression, eyes half-lidded, arousal heavy in his glittering stare, is seared into my memory, where it will stay for eternity.  

Need burns low in my belly as he feeds his thick crown between my lips, and when he lets me go, I hum around his shaft and sink down as far as I can.

Hips jerking, Roman hisses between his teeth and buries his hands in my hair, holding me still as he breathes heavily through his nose. “So beautiful with your lips wrapped around my cock.”

After a moment, he relaxes his grip, still cupping my head, but not hard enough to restrict my movement. 

I read that as my cue to take control and, eyes closed, I pull back, swirling my tongue around him, enjoying his salty, masculine taste before taking even more of him into my mouth.

He groans, low and deep, the sound alone enough to have arousal soaking my panties. When I focus on his face, I find him watching me, mouth slightly parted, eyes hungry and fixed on where my lips are stretched around him. 

There’s no way I can fit all of him in, but I do my best, circling my fingers around where my mouth can’t reach and squeezing. With my other hand, I gently massage his balls, relishing the way his lids hood and his head drops back against the chair.

Pulling back again, I let my lips rub over the satin-smooth skin of his tip, then slowly glide back down until it nudges my throat.

Another low rumble works its way out of him, and his shaft pulses against my tongue. Encouraged by his reaction, I pick up my pace, drawing him as deep as I can and sucking, then pulling almost all the way off him.

His body tenses under my hand, and a fine tremor vibrates through my fingertips as I drive him toward the edge. The thought that he’s already close to coming has my pulse quickening as I continue working him with my mouth and hands.

I let him fall from my lips so I can stroke the hard length of him, lapping at the sensitive slit in his crown as I do.

“Sweetheart.” His tone is ragged, tortured.

I repeat the move, licking up the pre-cum spilling from him until he tugs on my hair and yanks my head back. 

“Open,” he growls.

Chest rising and falling, body alive and pulsing, I follow his direction.

His whole body draws tight as he feeds himself back into my mouth, and as I take him down again, so deep that my throat convulses around him, his eyes slam shut.

“Fuck, that feels….” He tightens his grip, holding me still, and rocks his hips up as if he can’t control himself. 

He’s on the edge. Witnessing him lose control has my entire body going molten. As lust coils in my core, sparking in my clit, I squirm, rolling my hips, desperate for friction.

He tilts my head back until I’m staring shamelessly into his eyes, mouth still full of him. “Pull your skirt up and touch yourself.”

I immediately let him go so I can tug up the hem of my skirt. The moment I slide my hand into my panties, I find my already swollen and sensitive clit, and stroke over it, sending waves of heat pulsating through my body.

His gaze roves from my mouth to my eyes to where my fingers are moving. His body tenses, muscles pulling tight, and he throbs against my tongue.

I force my attention to his face, desperate to give him whatever it is he needs. His eyes are slitted as he watches me sucking him. Letting go of my hair, he cradles the back of my head with one hand and guides me up and down. 

“More,” he pants, all control gone.

And I love it.

Seemingly impossibly, he swells even thicker between my lips. The reaction makes me dizzy with desperation. With the knowledge of what I’m doing to him.

“Look at me.” 

I shiver at the low pitch of his voice, staring up at him, but not slowing the movement of my fingers on my clit.

As I sink down onto him, the tip of his cock pushing into my throat again, he flexes his fingers in my hair. “You’re so damn sweet, on your knees for me.”

I suck harder, and his body coils tight, his grip on me tightening.

“That’s it,” he growls. “You want to taste me?” 

Nodding, I hum.

“Let me see you come, and I’ll give you what you want.”

His words combined with the way he presses further in, holding himself deep in my mouth, send me plummeting over the edge.

As my release hits me, all my nerve endings fire off at once, and I jerk, clenching my eyes shut and moaning around him.

“So damn sexy.” He tugs my head back so I’m forced to release him, then untangles a hand from my hair and wraps it around his shaft. “Open that pretty mouth.”

Lifting my gaze, I keep it fixed on his as I open my mouth, desperate to watch him fall apart.

He gives himself three vicious strokes, then lets out a harsh groan as he comes, hot spurts streaking across my lips and landing on my tongue. Still coming, he slides the head of his cock into my mouth again so the last few pulses hit the back of my throat. 

The muscles of his thigh twitch under my hand as he spasms against my tongue. When the pulsing finally stops, he’s breathing fast, his pupils blown wide.

He brackets my throat with his big hand, applying the slightest pressure. “Show me what a good girl you are and swallow for me.”

I do, my throat working against his palm as I drink him down. 

“All of it.”

His demand comes out as a low, dark rumble, sending an aftershock rippling through my core. I lick my lips, eager for every drop of him.

Swearing under his breath, he sweeps his thumb beneath my lower lip, then slides it into my mouth, feeding me what I missed.

When I pull my hand from my panties, he captures my wrist and raises my fingers to his mouth, sliding them inside. As he runs his tongue along each one, scraping the pads with his teeth, his eyes burning into mine, my arousal spikes. 

Oh my god.

I just came, but I swear I could come again without much provocation.

Still hard, he stands and draws me up with him, taking my mouth in a hungry kiss, apparently unbothered by the taste of himself. 

When we break apart, I sway on my feet.

“We’re not finished,” he says, voice still rough. “Unless you say no, I’m going to take you back into the bedroom and eat your perfect little pussy until you’re dripping all over my face. Then I’m going to fuck you so hard neither of us will remember who we are. For the next few hours, you’re going to give me all of this sweet, hot body and every orgasm I can take from it.” He tugs my head back, staring down at me with such intensity I can barely breathe. “And when you think you have nothing left to give, I’ll prove just how wrong you are.”

The sensible part of me, the one that’s been in control for so long, is screaming that this will only make things worse. But I silence it without a second thought. I’m going to enjoy Roman and everything he’s offering right now, and I’ll deal with the fallout later.

I go up on my toes, press my lips to his, and whisper, “Yes.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


CHLOE


Iknock on the door, and a heartbeat later, it flies open, and I’m wrapped in my best friend’s warm embrace.

“I’m so glad to see you!”

Lola ushers me through to the living room, where Christopher is lying on a yellow playmat with a giraffe teething ring clutched in his pudgy little hands.

“He’s grown so much.” Unable to resist, I pick him up to give him a cuddle.

Sighing, Lola sits in an armchair. “He’s growing like a weed. And he’s started solids, so his poop is…” she scrunches up her nose, “pungent.”

With a laugh, I sit on the couch to bounce him on my knees.

“I’m desperate to hear all about France,” Lola says. “But first, how’s your dad? Is the new medication working?”

Happy to delay my confession about my night—and flight—with Roman, I give her more details about Dad’s second infusion than she probably bargained for and tell her about my hesitant hopes that I’m seeing minor signs of improvement already.

I mention how helpful Carol has been, but when I start on Dad’s upcoming reassessment with his rheumatologist, Lola cuts in, clearly eager to move on.

“I’m so glad things are looking up for your dad. And you. But I’ve been patient enough. So spill. I want to hear about your trip. I’m still so jealous.”

My throat constricts, and I focus on Christopher’s delighted smile, willing my eyes to stop stinging. I refused to give her the details over the phone, but now that we’re face-to-face, I’m second-guessing that decision.

When I told myself I’d deal with the fallout of my time with Roman, I was obviously still drunk on sex. Because here I am, a week later, and I haven’t dealt with it. Not very well, anyway.

Pretending such an incredible sexual experience never happened has been the worst kind of torture for me.

Roman, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be having any issues with it at all.

The minute the plane landed, he switched it all off. All the passion, all the tenderness. He locked it away as if his control had never been tested at all.

Yes, I agreed to that, but it turns out experiencing it really sucks.

He opened my eyes to what sex should feel like. Knowing him, though, it was probably nothing special. I can only imagine all his sexual interactions are that intense.

For days now, I’ve struggled to work through our encounters, and he’s likely already filed them away in his that was fun but forgettable memory bank and moved on.

“Chloe?” Lola asks. “Are you okay?”

Swallowing past the tightness in my throat, I nod. “Things with Roman got a little… complicated.”

“I knew it!” she shrieks, startling Christopher, who promptly bursts into tears.

I stand and hold him high in the air, pretending he’s an airplane, until he’s squirming and giggling again. Though I hate to see the little guy upset, I’m thankful for the excuse to delay the inevitable commentary from Lola.

But when I sit and brave a look at her, her eyebrows are arched high.

“So what happened? Did you two actually get jiggy with it?”

I let out a choked laugh. “Get jiggy with it?”

“Yeah, you know. Do the horizontal tango, make the beast with two backs, knock boots, jump bones, bump uglies, play hide the sausage⁠—”

I hold up a hand. “I’m sorry, what is happening right now?”

“Jamie and I have been trying to figure out what our code for having sex is going to be once Christopher can talk and really understand what we’re saying.”

“You could probably just spell it out for the first few years.”

She waves her hand in the air. “Back to the question. Did you and your hot-as-sin boss have S-E-X while you were in France?”

Lips pressed together, I lower my head. “Yes. Also on the plane on the way home.”

She slaps a hand to her chest. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me the minute it happened.”

“It has to stay a secret. I really shouldn’t be telling you at all, but I need someone to talk to about it.”

She frowns. “You’re keeping it a secret? That doesn’t sound good. Does that mean you’re sneaking around now? Or was it a one-time thing?”

My heart sinks. “A one-time thing.”

With a narrowed stare, she sits back. “And you agreed to that?”

I can’t help but let out a long sigh. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. He has good reasons for not wanting it to continue. And for keeping it a secret. It’s just… I thought I’d be fine with it. But it turns out, maybe I’m not.”

Her expression softens in sympathy. “You want more?”

I bite my lip so it doesn’t wobble. “It’s silly. I agreed to all of it. I just didn’t expect my feelings to get involved so quickly.”

“Oh, Chloe.” She sits next to me and envelops me in a hug. “I think your feelings were already involved, otherwise you wouldn’t have slept with him.”

I shake my head, sniffing back the emotion still begging to be released. “It was just a crush.”

“Babe, I haven’t seen you crush on anyone since you were thirteen and had a thing for Bobby from art class. You’ve always been so focused, and the few men you have dated haven’t really been the serious type. It kind of felt like you were just going through the motions.”

“That’s not true. I mean…” I sigh, looking into Christopher’s sparkly blue eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe it is. Regardless, it’s done and we’re back to being boss and assistant.”

She arches a brow. “And how is that going?”

“He doesn’t seem to have a problem with it.”

She lets out an unladylike snort. “Men never do. Then again, remember when Jamie and I broke up for a few weeks during our senior year? He seemed so unaffected. But then we got back together, and he told me he’d been torn up inside the whole time. He just didn’t want anyone to know.”

My heart clenches. “Are you saying that’s what Roman’s doing?”

Brow creased, she shakes her head. “I don’t know the guy, so I couldn’t say for sure. He could have his reasons, or he could just be an asshole.”

“I don’t think he’s an asshole. He’s done a lot of incredibly thoughtful things for me.”

“He may be thoughtful in one area of his life, but that doesn’t mean he can’t be a giant, ignorant dick in other areas.” She clasps my hand. “The only thing I care about is that you’re okay. If he’s making you upset, then I’m going to be pissed at him.”

Tears still threatening, I let out a sad laugh. “What would I do without you?”

“We’ll never know, will we?”

Christopher squirms and I lay him down on his playmat, then sit beside Lola again. “What do you think I should do?”

“Keep doing your job. Look after yourself and your mental health. And do your best to move on emotionally. Whatever his reasons, tying yourself up in knots over a man who’s not crazy about you the way you deserve is a waste of time. And if that’s the case, I promise there’s someone else out there who’s a much better fit.”

I nod, my chest a little looser. “You’re right.”

“Okay.” Her mouth turns up in a wicked smile. “Now give me all the spicy details.”

“What? You just said I should forget about him.”

“You should. Immediately after you’ve told me everything. What’s that man stallion like in bed? Asking for a friend. Which is me, of course.” She winks.

I can’t help but laugh, the sound lighter than I expected. My professional relationship with Roman might be in a strange place, but I can always count on Lola to cheer me up.

So I tell her about Nice and Paris. When I mention Katherine, her expression sharpens. “His ex-wife?”

“Yeah, she was stunning.”

“And she warned you off him?”

I frown. “In a roundabout way. It was odd.”

“Wow. Do you think she still wants him?”

An unwarranted spike of jealousy pierces my ribs. “I wouldn’t blame her if she did. But she’s dating someone else.”

She huffs. “That doesn’t mean anything. Or maybe she senses the connection between the two of you and doesn’t like it. Some people can’t move on, even if it’s been years.”

“Maybe.” A seed of hope tries to blossom inside me, but I crush it before it can take root. “That’s enough about my self-inflicted drama. Tell me how things are going with you.”

An hour later, I head home, and that night, as I lie in bed, staring up at the ceiling, I turn Lola’s words over in my mind. God, I hope I never become the kind of person who clings to a dream so hard I lose sight of reality.

Dreaming can be dangerous. It makes you believe in possibilities that might never exist. And when those dreams don’t come true, or worse, when they come crashing down, it’s so much harder to recover from. If I don’t keep my feet firmly planted in the real world, if I let my dreams blind me to what’s real, there’s a good chance it’ll bite me in the ass.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


ROMAN


The clink of glasses and too-loud laughter grates on my every nerve. I don’t have the temperament for social niceties, so I’ve never particularly enjoyed attending galas. A few years ago, I would have made Cole go in my stead. It would have been safer to rely on him to represent the King Group than Tate, who probably would have screwed some random woman in a shadowy corner before he left for the night.

Things have changed so much since then. Now, my youngest brother sits across the table, whispering in Violet’s ear. I can’t give her all the credit, since he started that change before they got together, but she’s anchored him. She’s given him the unwavering love he deserves, and now she’s the center of his world. These days, I think he attends events like this because he enjoys showing her off.

Cole and Delilah are here too, not because I told Cole he had to be the way I might have in the past, but because he and Delilah thought it would be a good opportunity to take a short break from baby duties while Lottie’s being looked after by a very well-recommended babysitter. The two of them are currently enjoying good food and wine while they chat with Tate and Violet, the conversation between the four of them flowing freely.

I’m here because I’m the CEO, and I’m pushing our agenda hard at the moment. So here I sit, in my tailored suit and perfectly tied black tie, drinking whiskey and counting down the minutes until I can leave.

“You’re even less of a barrel of laughs tonight than usual.” Tate interrupts my introspection from across the table. His arm is draped along the back of Violet’s chair, his fingers idly stroking her bare shoulder.

The simple movement sparks a memory of my fingers on Chloe’s skin, the way I relished the feel of the velvet softness. That, along with every other sight and sound and taste from that night—and the flight home after—has been etched permanently into my brain.

Clearing my throat, I force my mind away from that memory. “Being a barrel of laughs is your role,” I tell him. “I’m the grumpy one, remember?”

He arches a brow. “What does that make Cole?”

I meet our brother’s amused gaze and smirk.

“Obviously,” he says before I can comment, “I’m the charming one.”

Tate drops his head back and laughs. “I’m not sure that’s how anyone would describe you. Delilah, are you going to weigh in on this?”

Cole’s wife looks up at him, her pretty green eyes dancing. “I’m not sure I can offer my input in polite company.”

I snort. “Is that what you call the people sitting at this table?”

She gives me a genuine smile. “I was talking about Violet.”

Tate picks up his glass and tips it at her. “If you think Violet’s polite, you should have heard what she said to me last night while I was⁠—”

His fiancée smacks him in the chest with the back of her hand. “Nobody needs to hear that.”

I shake my head, even though I’m secretly happy to see them all so happy.

Even if it’s no thanks to me.

Chloe said my love language is acts of service, but if that were true, I would have prioritized my brothers’ happiness over proving that I was a better businessman than my father was.

I take a sip of my drink, reining in the need to check my watch again.

“Is that Beverly?” Delilah says. The surprise in her voice has me swiveling in my chair.

My mom is standing by the bar, looking as poised as usual in an ice-blue gown that complements her eyes, with her hair swept up as always. Except that… I blink. She’s smiling as she talks to a man whose back is to us. He’s the same height as she is in her heels, with dark hair that’s thinning slightly on top. As he speaks, Mom touches her neck and laughs.

Confounded by what I’m seeing, I look over at my brothers. Cole’s brows are arched high, while Tate wears an amused grin.

“Is your mom flirting?” Violet whisper-yells.

“I wouldn’t know,” Tate says. “I’ve never seen it happen before.”

“I think it’s great.” Delilah straightens, beaming. “She deserves a fresh start.”

As Mom talks to the unknown man, a whole host of conflicting emotions battles inside me. Despite the effort she’s been putting in lately, it’s hard to forget the years she wasn’t there for us.

“Anybody has to be better than Dad,” Cole mutters.

I grunt. That’s something we can all agree on.

As the conversation turns away from Mom, I take another sip of my whiskey. The sweet burn trickling down my throat instantly reminds me of things I shouldn’t be dwelling on. After the trip to France, I expected to be invigorated. I expected to work late every night refining our EcoTech bid. Though Ellis seemed positive about the acquisition over dinner, it’s far from a done deal. Especially now that Roger is pushing hard to prove Haverscombe Industries is a viable contender.

But I’ve been distracted, in a way I never have been before. Instead of finding relief from my obsession with Chloe, I’m just as tangled up in it as I’ve been for weeks. Maybe more so. Because now I know what she tastes like, what she feels like beneath me, and how she looks when she comes. And rather than getting it out of my system and moving on so I can focus on what I need to focus on, all I can think about is experiencing all of those things again.

And again.

Every time she enters my office, my fingers itch to touch her. When she stands near my desk, I can’t stop fantasizing about bending her over it—leaving her hair mussed from my hands, her lipstick smudged from my cock, and with that pleasure-drunk expression on her face I still see every time I close my eyes.

And I won’t do any of it.

I’ve crossed almost every line I swore I wouldn’t. I can’t cross that last one. I won’t fuck her in my office. Fuck if I’ll lead her on just so I can have her whenever I want.

I can at least cling to that.

“Incoming,” Tate hisses.

Startled by the venom in his tone, I look up, glass halfway to my mouth. Twenty feet away, Katherine is slinking toward me wearing a skin-tight black dress. I lean to one side, looking behind her for Roger, but don’t find him.

“Roman.” She hits me with the same doe-eyed smile she used to give me when she worked for Dad. The one that’s a blatant lie.

I take my time sipping my drink.

“To what do we owe this… pleasure?” Tate’s tone makes it clear it’s anything but.

It’s not often I have to fight a smile, but in this moment, it’s a challenge. Even though my brothers don’t know why I divorced her, they obviously have my back.

Their support washes over me, steady and grounding. I don’t deserve it, but I appreciate it anyway.

Katherine’s smile thins briefly, but when she returns her attention to me, she dials the wattage back up. “I was hoping I’d have the chance to talk to you in Nice.”

“Really? You didn’t try very hard. Unless you mistook my assistant for me, of course.”

Her shoulders stiffen and her expression turns brittle. “Oh yes, your lovely assistant. She reminds me of myself at that age. So young and innocent.”

Her brown eyes pierce into me, but I don’t give anything away. Katherine was never innocent, and Chloe’s nothing like her.

“What are you after, Kat?” The old nickname rolls off my tongue unbidden. I suppress a wince. It’s impatience, not affection, that made it slip out.

She smiles at the sound of it, making my hackles rise, and scans the table. “I was hoping we could talk in private.”

“Why would I want to do that?” We’ve barely spoken in years.

She lowers her voice. “Because I’ve got some information you might be interested in.”

Despite myself, my curiosity is piqued. Her current boyfriend is interested in EcoTech, and I wouldn’t put it past her to backstab Roger if she thought there was something in it for her. I just can’t imagine what that might be. And the last thing I want is to be alone with my ex-wife. It wouldn’t take more than that to ignite rumors I have no interest in igniting.

As if reading my mind, Cole straightens and looks from me to Tate. “Maybe we should get a drink at the bar.”

I nod my thanks as my brothers and their women leave the two of us alone.

Katherine eases into the empty chair next to me, turning so her knee knocks mine.

I shift away. “What’s this information you think I may want?”

She slides my glass from my hand and sips from it, leaving the stain of her lipstick behind.

Tension grips the back of my neck. “I hope you’re not wasting my time.”

She sighs, placing her hands on her crossed legs. “I thought you might like to know that Roger is planning to preempt your acquisition. He’s got an inside track at EcoTech, and he thinks if he goes in hard, he can beat you to the punch.”

Straightening, I splay a hand on the table. “Who’s his inside track?” I can’t imagine it would be Ellis, but if a board member is manipulating things behind the scenes, then I’d like to know.

Her shrug is careless. “I’m not sure. An old college friend, I think.”

Irritation rips through me. That information is next to useless. Old college friends are par for the course in this industry. We all have them, but I doubt Ellis would let a relationship that flimsy influence his decision.

My ex-wife searches my face, her mouth forming a little pout. “Don’t you think it’s been long enough?”

Annoyed by her game-playing, I grit my teeth. “Has what been long enough?”

“I know I hurt you,” she says softly.

The gentleness of her tone only irritates me further.

“But it’s been years. You’ve punished me enough. Don’t you think it would look good to your investors, to potential stakeholders, if you were to settle down like Cole and Tate? If you want to send a clear message about the King Group’s strength and unity, what could do that better than the two of us reconciling?”

I rock back in my chair, barely containing my distaste. “Literally anything.”

Hurt blooms in her eyes. I’ve seen that expression before, and I doubt it’s any more real now. I don’t bother indulging it.

“So do you actually have information about Roger’s bid, or was it just an excuse to try to weasel your way back into my life now that I’m CEO?”

She huffs, the wounded look disappearing. “I told you what I know. If you want to get your bid in first, you should accelerate your plans.”

My nod is sharp. “Thank you for the information. I appreciate it. I’m not sure if your boyfriend will.”

She opens her mouth, but before she can respond, my mother glides up to the table.

“Why, Katherine, how lovely to see you.” Her voice is cool, her words blatantly insincere.

Katherine’s lips form an equally fake smile as she straightens. “Beverly. It’s been too long.”

“Has it? It doesn’t feel that way.” Without pausing, Mom focuses on me. “Roman, darling, can you escort me to my car?”

Mom has never asked me to escort her to her car, but I’ll gladly oblige if it will give me some space from my ex-wife.

I stand and tug on my cuffs to straighten my jacket. “Of course.”

Katherine eases to her feet as well, and gripping my forearm, leans forward. “I don’t think it will look good for you if you start a relationship with your assistant.”

I step back, forcing her hand to drop away. “I have no intention of it,” I say, my voice as cold as my mother’s was. “Believe me, my father made sure I learned that lesson.”

Without waiting for a response, I turn and usher Mom toward the entrance.

“I never liked that woman,” she says.

I glance at her without slowing. “I’m surprised you thought enough about her to dislike her.”

“I was at your wedding. You didn’t smile.”

That causes me to stumble for an instant. “Did you smile at yours?”

“No.” She presses her lips together, but she keeps her attention fixed ahead. “That’s how I knew she wasn’t the woman for you.”

“There isn’t a woman for me.” We come to a stop on the steps outside. “One failed marriage is enough.”

With a hand on my arm, she looks up at me with an expression filled with more emotion than I thought her capable of. Despite her height and her heels, I’m still inches taller than her. It’s strange, looking down at someone who once seemed so distant and unapproachable. It’s even stranger seeing that person look vulnerable.

“There is a woman for you, Roman,” she says. “Being an island isn’t the defense you think it is, trust me. You’ll build your walls so thick that eventually no one will be able to get close to you, even the people who most want to be there. You’re doing a disservice to them and yourself by not letting them in.”

I stare at her, at the glossiness of her eyes. This is the most genuine emotion I’ve ever seen from her, and it stirs an ache deep in my chest.

Blinking, she squeezes my arm. “I let the way I was raised and the things my parents taught me control my life for too long. And it cost me. It cost me a relationship with you and your brothers, and it led me to accepting my role in a marriage that was anything but happy. Your father played on those things. That’s his greatest skill, identifying a person’s weakness and using it against them, using it to manipulate them. It’s why he was so good at business.”

“Until he got greedy.”

She nods. “His own flaw took him down in the end.”

“And you’re happier now?” I study her face as I ask. This is the most personal conversation I’ve had with her in longer than I can remember. If she can make the effort, then the least I can do is meet her halfway.

“I am. I think this must be what freedom feels like.” She touches her cheek and lets out a little self-conscious laugh. “Anyway, here’s my car. Thank you for walking me out. And for god’s sake, don’t take that woman back. You deserve better.”

A reluctant smile tugs at my lips. “I won’t.”

She sniffs and pulls her shoulders back, returning to her usual poised self. “Good.” With that, she sweeps elegantly toward the car, where her driver is holding her door open for her.

With a shake of my head, I turn to go back into the building. Before I can enter, though, I stop. I don’t want to be here. Cole and Tate are inside flying the flag for the King Group, so there’s no reason I can’t leave.

I take out my phone and message Phillip. Then, grinning, I message Tate, anticipating how he’ll respond.

Taking off early. Enjoy the party.




My phone dings as his reply hits in record time.

Who are you and what have you done with my brother?




I chuckle, though my humor fades as I consider his question. Something in me has shifted, and whether it’s for better or worse remains to be seen. My goals and priorities are the same—they have to be. While leaving early from a social event, even with many of our competitors and clients still networking, may be excusable, being distracted the way I have been in the office can’t continue. I need to put more effort into regaining focus. I need to put any thoughts of repeating what happened with Chloe permanently out of my mind.

Whatever that takes.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


CHLOE


“Do you have the file for this morning’s meeting?”

Roman’s large frame fills his office doorway, the intensity of his focus setting my heart fluttering in a way I wish I could control.

Forcing a professional smile, I find the file on my desk and hold it up. “I was about to bring it in.”

He strides toward me and plucks it from my hand. After flicking through it, he nods. “Nice work.” Without another look or a single word more, he turns and retreats toward his office.

A hot knife slices through me. Lola was right. I need to look after my mental health and focus on doing this job to the best of my abilities. And I need to stop tying myself in knots over Roman. Even if the distance between the two of us feels greater now than when I first started working for him.

That’s reality, though, and I don’t need a reminder of why I wanted this position to start with. Dad’s condition has already begun to improve, and Carol’s been amazing. It puts my mind at ease knowing he’s not alone at home all day.

I wouldn’t have that if it wasn’t for this job, so that’s what I’ll focus on. Not the way Roman’s white shirt stretches across his wide shoulders and the firm planes of his chest. A chest I’ve trailed my fingers over, pressed my lips to, tasted.

The memories send a confused butterfly winging its way around my stomach.

In response, I let out a frustrated breath, causing him to stop at his door. He turns and studies me in a way that still has the power to accelerate my pulse. Rather than question me, he checks his watch.

“What time is Wright Construction getting here?”

“They’ll be here at one thirty.”

“Okay.” He regards me for a long moment, his jaw tightening, then he steps into his office and closes the door behind him.

My shoulders sag. But I force down my disappointment and focus on my screen, determined to work through my painfully mixed emotions.

When one thirty rolls around, I follow Roman into the meeting room, where the team from Wright is already gathered, taking the seat beside his at the head of the table.

The gorgeous woman directly across from me—with dark auburn hair, green eyes, and black-rimmed glasses that make her look like a sexy librarian—introduces herself as a member of Wright’s legal team. Smart and beautiful.

When Roman leans close to speak to her, jealousy twists into a barbed knot in my stomach. I do my best to ignore it, even though the breathless little laugh she gives in response only drives the jagged edges of that knot deeper.

I can’t even blame her. Who wouldn’t be breathless in such close proximity to him?

This jealousy is immature and stupid. If only I’d been smart enough—or strong enough—to resist the desire to touch him, to taste him, to know what it’s like to be with him. To stop myself from seeing him, even for a moment, as anything more than my boss.

I’m pulled from my increasingly depressing thoughts when the man in the seat next to me clears his throat. “It’s good to see you again, Chloe.”

More than happy to be distracted, I turn, recognizing him now that I’m paying attention.

“Ethan,” he reminds me.

With a nod, I smile. “I remember.”

“I’m not going to lie, I was hoping to hear from you,” he says. “I kept telling myself you must have lost my card.” The laugh that escapes him is good-natured.

Guilt prickles over me. With sandy brown hair and warm blue eyes, he’s handsome, and when he gave me his card at our last meeting, I was impressed by how genuinely nice he seemed. I might have even taken him up on his offer of a drink, if not for the incident in the elevator afterward. Being trapped there with Roman changed things.

“I still have it,” I say. “Sorry, life just…”

“Got away from you?” He grins, the expression causing a dimple to pop in his cheek.

My heart clenches. “Something like that.”

Our conversation is interrupted when Roman shoves back his chair and stands.

When I turn his way, he’s not looking at me, but his brows are lowered, and an emotion that feels a lot like annoyance rolls off him in waves as he scans the table. “Let’s get this meeting started.”

As usual, every eye is fixed on him as he launches into a discussion about the progress of the office building the King Group and Wright Construction are partnering on.

I cock my head as I assess him. Something is off. His tone is sharper than usual, his usually smooth and efficient movements choppy. It’s subtle, but I’m so attuned to his every move by now, it’s hard for me to ignore.

At one point, he focuses on me, pausing long enough that my pulse jumps, and then he moves on.

Eventually, he opens the floor to discussion, and the moment he sits, the woman next to him eagerly leans in to murmur in his ear again.

Seriously, does she need to be that close to be heard?

His eyes meet mine and glint dangerously. Are my thoughts being broadcast on my face?

I turn away. I don’t want to be this needy, jealous person. When the meeting ends, I quickly stand and gather my things so I can leave before Roman and the gorgeous lawyer lady do. Ethan smiles at me as he follows suit. He trails me out, but before I can give him a farewell wave, he maneuvers me away from the people loitering outside the room.

Instantly, I sense what’s coming. I’m not sure how to feel about it and I’m all mixed up inside, my emotions going haywire.

He shoves his hands in his pockets and dips his head, looking at me through long eyelashes. He really is good-looking in a charmingly boyish way.

“So, if you kept my card, can I hope that means you didn’t totally disregard my invitation?”

My stomach flips, and I hug my tablet to my chest. “I didn’t.”

Behind him, Roman appears in the hallway. Lawyer lady is still talking to him, so when he glances over, I quickly force myself to focus on Ethan again.

There’s no future between Roman and me. And the longer I dwell on it and wish there could be, the longer I pretend I could rewrite what we’ve shared, the worse it’ll be.

Ethan seems nice, and so what if he doesn’t give me butterflies the way Roman does? He might, once I get to know him. Now that Dad’s feeling better and Carol is around, perhaps I can actually expand my social life a bit.

I smile at the man watching me with hope in his eyes. “I’ve been caught up in work, but I should have more free time now.”

He scrubs his hand through his hair. “In that case, would you like to go out to dinner with me Wednesday night?”

It’s been a long time since I’ve been on an actual date. Carol has already mentioned she’s happy to stay later with Dad if I ever want to go out. She’s divorced, and now that her daughters are grown and out of the house, she swears she has too much time on her hands. So I have no excuse not to. And there’s nothing holding me back except a pointless crush on my boss.

Except it’s much more than a crush.

I shove that thought down. The label I assign it makes no difference.

With a deep breath in, I will myself not to look at Roman. “That would be lovely.”

Grinning, he whips his phone out of his pocket and hands it to me. “Great. Give me your number and I’ll call and organize it.”

Awareness shivers over my skin as I plug my number into the device. A hot, prickly sensation that makes it feel as though what I’m doing is wrong.

It’s not. This is exactly what I should be doing—not letting what happened between Roman and me change anything.

Ethan takes his phone back and gives me a parting grin before heading for the elevator.

Avoiding Roman’s stare, I turn away and walk briskly back toward my desk outside his office. The whole way there, I sense him behind me. His presence a heat against my back, a pressure that makes the hairs rise on my nape. It feels ominous in the best possible way. Like he might grab me at any moment, push me against a wall, kiss me, touch me.

But as I reach my desk, he stalks past me into his office and slams the door behind him.

Heart stuttering, I blink. I’ve never seen him lose his cool at work like that. The meeting went well, so I can’t imagine that’s what’s put him in this mood. Maybe something happened beforehand. That would explain his odd agitation during it.

After a moment of hesitation, I walk to his door and knock.

“Yes?” He barks.

When I enter, he’s standing with his back to the window, hands on his hips, and staring straight at me. “What’s the problem, Miss Callahan?”

I almost flinch. Are we back to that now? Even with the distance between us over the last week, I didn’t expect we’d revert to last names. I study the tight set of his jaw. Is it possible he has a problem with me talking to Ethan?

“You seem angry. I thought I should check to see if there was an issue that came up during the meeting that you need me to deal with.”

“The meeting was fine,” he bites out.

His tone has me pulling my shoulders back and tilting my chin up to meet his guarded gray gaze head-on. “Then is there something else I can help you with?”

Jaw working and nostrils flaring, his eyes trap mine with a force I can’t ignore. Then, with a harsh exhale, he scrubs both hands through his hair. “No, Chloe. You can’t help me with anything.”

He turns his back, the muscles of his shoulders taut.

The desire to help him is fierce, but it’s obvious he doesn’t want anything I have to offer.

I let out a breath. “Okay, then. I’ll let you get back to… uh, work.” Considering he’s staring out the window, I don’t know what work he’s actually doing. But I’m sure it won’t take him long to get over whatever’s bothering him. “Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

I turn to slip out, but his low voice stops me before I can turn the door handle. “Thank you, Chloe.”

I look over my shoulder, surprised by the almost hollow tone of his words. He’s facing me again, watching me with an intensity that leaves me breathless.

“For what?”

His chuckle is dry. “For being you. For caring, even when you shouldn’t.”

An ache throbs beneath my ribs. I have no idea what he’s trying to say, but I dip my chin in acknowledgment. “You’re welcome, Roman.”

Then I leave, closing his door softly behind me.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


ROMAN


My pounding footsteps are loud in the small room and drops of sweat sting my eyes. I’ve been running on the treadmill for thirty minutes, and yet the burn in my chest is still stronger than the burn in my muscles.

I slam my fist on the stop button and slow to a walk, staring out at Manhattan lit up in front of me.

Somewhere out there, among the millions of faceless people, Chloe is having dinner with another man.

I should be happy about it. She’s done everything I wanted. Since the minute we stepped off that plane and back on US soil, we’ve acted as if we never kissed, never touched. Never fucked.

But we have. And no matter how hard I try, I can’t get it—can’t get her—out of my head. She’s burrowed under my skin in a way I thought was impossible for any woman to do. Even when I was with Katherine, I wasn’t obsessed with her the way I am with Chloe.

It’s possible I wasn’t obsessed with her at all.

While it’s pure torture seeing Chloe in my office every day and reliving those memories, she’s returned to the efficient, professional assistant I’ve come to rely on over the last few months. Of course she has. She’s more than proven how seriously she takes her job. She wouldn’t let what we shared compromise that.

But I don’t like it.

In fact, I fucking hate it.

For a short time—far too short—she let herself go with me. She asked for what she wanted and trusted me to give it to her. She bared herself to me and it was breathtaking.

But she needs a man who can be there when she needs him. Who can give her what she wants and needs when she’s too busy to take them for herself.

And I can’t be that man. I can’t make a woman my priority when the King Group will always come first. Especially when that woman is my employee and the eyes of the business world are on me, waiting for me to slip up.

Despite all that, the voice of reason in my head is drowned out by the possessive anger that churns in my chest at the thought of another man experiencing what I did.

Stepping off the treadmill, I snag the towel hanging on the back of the leg press machine and scrub it over my face and hair.

I stalk to my shower and turn it on full force. While I wait for the water to heat, I shuck my soaked workout clothing, then step under the spray, hoping to god the scalding water will wash away these feelings I can’t seem to shake.

But when I close my eyes, all I can see is Chloe smiling at that asshole, laughing with him. Will he try to take her home with him tonight? Will she let him?

I brace my hands against the shower wall and hang my head, heart pounding and jealousy scouring my veins.

Ethan is a good man. I know because I looked into him after I overheard her accepting his invitation to dinner, figuring if I could reassure myself she was going out with someone decent, these feelings would go away.

They haven’t.

He might be a nice fucking guy, but he isn’t the right man for her.

I am.

My breaths saw in and out of my lungs painfully, my control hanging by a thread. My brain, clearly working against me, conjures an image that pushes me straight to the edge.

Ethan taking Chloe back to his house, undressing her, touching her soft skin, stroking over her inner thigh. Over the mark I left on her.

Is it still there? Or has it faded to nothing in the week and a half since I gave it to her as she came?

A raw possessiveness seizes me by the throat, and this time I give in and let it take me over.

Chloe is mine.

Mine to look after. Mine to take care of. Her needs are mine to fulfill. I don’t know how I’ll make it work when she’s still my assistant. And there’s no way in hell I’ll fire her or ask her to quit her job. But I can’t stand by and let some other man have her because I wasn’t prepared to put in the effort.

Icy determination replaces the fire in my veins as I turn the shower off. I’ve barely dried myself before I message Phillip to meet me downstairs. Once I’m dressed, I stare at myself in the mirror. There’s no uncertainty in my expression. No doubt in my mind.

Confidently, I stride from my bedroom to the elevator.

Phillip eyes me curiously as he opens the car door for me. “Got a last-minute date?”

“Something like that.”

Once he slides back behind the wheel, he turns to me. “Where are we going, boss?”

I hold my finger up and scroll for a specific contact in my phone.

It rings three times before she answers. “Roman? Is everything okay?”

The clink of cutlery and the low murmur of conversation accompany her words. She’s at a restaurant, not at Ethan’s house, thank fuck.

“Where are you?”

She inhales, the sound sharp. “I’m at dinner. Has something happened?”

“Yes. Tell me where you are, and I’ll pick you up.”

“I’m at Trio’s. But… are you sure it can’t wait? I’m, uh, I’m on a date.”

My blood boils in my veins at that word. Does she think I don’t know?

“No, it can’t wait. Give your apologies to your date. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Before she can argue, I disconnect and tell Phillip to head for Trio’s. I ignore the shit-eating grin on his face when I do.

Fifteen minutes after I end the call, we pull up outside the restaurant. If I thought Chloe would be there waiting for me, I was wrong.

I’m out of the car before Phillip has a chance to open my door.

“Am I waiting?” he calls after me.

“I’ll only be a few minutes.” I stalk into the restaurant, a feeling that’s almost pleasure coursing through me at what I’m about to do.

The maître d’ hurries over, his face a mask of panic. “Mr. King. We weren’t expecting you.”

“I’m just here to pick someone up,” I reassure him without slowing.

I spot Chloe across the room, and at the same time, her eyes widen on me. Ethan turns around to see what she’s looking at, and his face clouds with disappointment. I’ve got nothing against the man, except for the fact that he’s sitting across the table from Chloe.

As I approach, she hastily stands, her eyes finding his. “I’m so sorry, Ethan.”

“That’s okay,” he stands as well. “Maybe you can make it up to me some other time,” he says as I reach them.

She opens her mouth, but before she can reply, I butt in. “Chloe will be very busy over the next few weeks. I’m not sure she’ll have any spare time.”

Her mouth snaps shut, and she stares at me, brow furrowed.

I raise an eyebrow, a smile pulling at the corners of my lips. Now that I know she’ll be leaving with me and not good-guy Ethan, the pressure in my chest has eased.

“I’ll explain everything when we get to the office,” I tell her.

She scrutinizes me, her expression full of confusion and maybe a little apprehension.

Can she feel it? The change?

She picks up her purse and slips it over her shoulder. “Thank you, Ethan. I had a great time. While it lasted.” Her eyes slide to me and then back to him. Her smile is far too warm for my liking.

With an arm held out, I gesture for her to lead the way, then give Ethan a curt nod and follow her out.

When we get to the sidewalk, she turns to me. “What’s the emergency? Is it EcoTech?”

“I told you, I’ll explain back at the office.” I put my hand on her back to guide her toward where Phillip is out of the car and waiting for us.

She digs her heels in. “You’re acting weird.”

I dip my chin to hide my amusement. She won’t appreciate it. But I don’t want to get into it here.

Not where everyone can see.

Leaning toward her, I’m careful not to touch her. Once I do, there won’t be any going back. “Fine, sweetheart. I’ll explain in the car.”

Her eyes flare wide and her soft pink lips part. Rather than argue like I thought she might, she spins and walks briskly to the car.

Phillip greets her with a warm smile. “Nice to see you again, Chloe.”

She squeezes his arm. “It’s nice to see you too.”

When he grins at me over the top of her head, I tamp down my newly developed sense of possessiveness and merely give him an unimpressed glare.

He earns a little of my good will back when he slips into the driver’s seat and, without waiting for me to ask, he presses the button to raise the barrier between us.

As soon as it’s up, Chloe pins me with a glare. “Sweetheart?”

“You have a problem with the name? You didn’t seem to mind last week when you were⁠—”

She puts her hand up. “I thought we were pretending that never happened?”

“That’s not working for me.”

Brows furrowed, she slants her head, examining me. “Why not? I thought that’s what you wanted.”

Unable to help myself, I curl a strand of loose blond hair around my finger, then trail it down her neck. “So did I. But it turns out that’s not the case.”

Her ocean eyes search mine. “Hold on. Did you pull me away from my date because of a work emergency, or because you didn’t want me to go out with another man?”

“He’s not right for you.”

She crosses her arms, chin jutted in defiance. “Who says?”

I smirk a little. “I do.”

“You do?” She lets out a huff. “Then tell me. Who is the right man for me?”

She thinks I’ll back down. She doesn’t realize who she’s dealing with.

I lean toward her, reveling in the way her pupils dilate and her pulse flutters at the base of her throat. “I am.”

A breath stutters out of her. “You?”

“You say that like you don’t already know it’s true.”

She blinks, then scowls—a cute little downward curl of her lips. “Why should I? We agreed it would be over when we got back. And now that someone else is interested, you’ve changed your mind? I don’t want to be a plaything, Roman. I have too much respect for myself.”

I give my head a sharp shake. “A plaything is the very last thing you are, believe me. And I didn’t change my mind because someone else is interested. The way it felt, knowing you were out with Ethan, only clarified what I want. And maybe sped up the process of figuring out what I need. That’s you in my life. And I’m not talking about as my assistant.”

She swallows audibly, her eyes darting between mine. “So what about you being my boss?”

I clench my jaw. It’s a reminder I don’t need. “It’s not a perfect situation. I’ll figure out a way to make it work.”

Her gaze narrows. “You will, will you?”

The corners of my mouth tug up. She wants equal ownership of whatever this is, and I fucking love it. “I’m hoping we will.”

She worries her bottom lip with her teeth, her eyes shimmering in a way that has my heart pumping harder. “And are you going to ask me if that’s what I want?”

I incline my chin. “Of course.” Then I reach for her and drag her onto my lap.

“Roman!” she gasps.

I bury my hands in her hair the way I’ve been dying to since we returned from France and brush my lips against her jaw. “Tell me, sweetheart. Do you want me?”

Her breaths are coming fast. “I shouldn’t.”

“I know.” I press my mouth to the tender skin at the angle of her jaw. “I shouldn’t want you, either. But here we are.” My tongue flicks out and tastes her. “I’ve fucking missed you. Have you missed me?”

“You’ve seen me almost every day.” Her voice is breathy, her fingers tangling in the hair at my nape.

“I have. And it’s been fucking torture not being able to touch you again. So tell me, Chloe. Did you miss me too?”

“Yes. Every day.”

I reward her for her honesty by tilting her face to mine and taking her mouth in a kiss. When she moans against my lips, I clutch her hips and rock her against me.

But before things get out of hand, Phillip pulls the car to a stop in front of King Plaza.

Chloe’s gaze is hazy as she looks out the window. “Wait. We’re really going back to the office?”

“Yes. Let’s go.”

Without argument, she slides off my lap and quickly rights herself. When she’s done, I open the door and step out, then wait for her to follow me. As much as I’d like to touch her right now, I can’t. Not in full view of our security guards and cameras. So I shove my hands in my pockets to stop myself and lead the way into the lobby.

“Mr. King. Miss Callahan,” the guard greets us. “Another late night?”

“The devil’s work is never done,” I reply.

He chuckles. “Good luck. Hopefully you won’t be here too long.”

Even in the elevator, as we ascend to the top floor, I keep my hands firmly in my pockets, acutely aware of the security cameras.

“What are we doing here?” She turns to face me, arms crossed. “Is there actual work to be done?”

I give her a once-over, moving slow, taking in every inch of her. “Do you want to do actual work?”

She doesn’t reply, just holds my stare. The tension builds between us as the elevator traverses the final few floors. When the doors open, she gives me one last look, then steps out and makes her way toward my office.

I follow behind her, my eyes fixed on the sway of her hips, until she stops in front of the door and peers over her shoulder.

“Unlock it.” My voice comes out rough.

She taps in the code and pushes the solid-wood door open. As soon as I shut it behind me, all bets are off.

There are no cameras in my office.

Gripping her hips, I back her toward my desk. I only stop when her ass is pressed against it.

“Do you know how often I’ve imagined fucking you right here?” 

Her irises are thin rings of turquoise around pools of black as she looks up at me. “No.”

“Too damn often for my peace of mind.”

She bites her bottom lip, even as the corners of her mouth turn up. “I may have imagined it once or twice as well.”

“The day you stood here and watched me come, did you wish I’d bent you over and fucked you?”

A delicate shiver traces over her skin, sending a jolt of raw need through me.

“Yes.”

“Tell me, Chloe. Did you think about me when you touched yourself? Imagining what it would be like if I were inside you?”

She lets out a shaky breath, the warm air ghosting over my neck. “I couldn’t help it.”

The mental image of her sliding her fingers between her legs has my dick throbbing. The connection between us is undeniable, forcing me to smash all my boundaries. I can’t deny it any longer. I don’t want to. The control I once believed I had is hanging by a thread.

And now I’m letting go.

I cup her jaw and raise her face to mine. “I’m going to spread you out on my desk, and I’m going to make you come until your orgasms are all I can see every time I sit here. The memory will get me through the hours when I can’t touch you, can’t kiss you, can’t fucking have you.”

Surprising me, she rises onto her toes, slides a hand around the back of my neck, and presses her lips to mine. It takes only a heartbeat for me to take over. Now that I’ve stopped fighting the pull toward her, I won’t hold back.

My mouth is hard on hers, claiming it, claiming her.

She whimpers, fisting her hands in my shirt, the sound sending desire pounding through me. 

When I break the kiss, I drink in the sight of her flushed face—lips pink and swollen, eyes heavy-lidded with the same desire I’m drowning in.

She reaches behind her and begins unzipping her dress, but I stop her. I need to do it myself. Forcing even breaths through my nose, I take over, dragging the zipper down to the small of her back. Then I trail my fingers up to her shoulder, hooking them under the thin strap there and sliding it off, before doing the same to the other side.

The dress slips down to her waist, and as I absorb the sight before me, jealousy scalds my veins. Her red lacy bra is pure sin. “You wore this for Ethan.” My voice comes out thick, almost unrecognizable.

She lifts her chin, her gaze unwavering. “I wore it for me. I wanted to feel desirable. That doesn’t mean he was going to see it. I didn’t expect anyone to see it tonight. Least of all you.”

Her defiance just makes me harder. I’m well aware that she was only out with another man because I told her what we had couldn’t continue. That’s a mistake I plan to rectify.

I dip my head, gently biting one tight nipple where it juts against the lace before sucking it deep and hard, causing her to gasp and arch her back. I repeat the action with her other nipple, then alternate between them, sucking and nipping until she’s writhing against me.

When she’s a panting mess, I lift her and set her on my desk, then drop to my knees between her legs. Her dress is bunched around her hips, and she’s still wearing her panties and her heels.

I push her thighs apart, immediately finding the faint purplish mark I left. The sight of it against her creamy skin sends a surge of satisfaction through me. As does the wet spot in the center of the satin strip between her legs. 

“You’re so damn ready. Look at you, soaking your panties for me.”

Her eyes are almost all black as she peers down at me. “M-maybe I just really l-like seeing you on your knees.”

My chest heats and a laugh rumbles out of me. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, you’ll be on yours next.” I rub my thumb over the evidence of her arousal, then slide it up to her clit and massage it gently.

Head thrown back, she moans. “Roman, please.”

Not finished playing with her, I press my face to her pussy and suck on her through the wet material. Her taste explodes in my mouth, and with a groan, I suck harder. When I push my tongue, and the thin layer of satin separating us, inside her, she gasps, her hips jerking at the sensation. 

Much more quickly than I planned, my patience runs out, and suddenly, I’m desperate to remove all barriers between us.

With a twist of my fingers, I snap the thin strip of lace on one hip, then the other. Then I tug her ruined panties away from her and drop them on the floor.

“This was a set.” Her protest is half-hearted.

I chuckle. “I’ll buy you a set in every color.” I’m more than happy for her to throw out the one she wore on a date with another man. Before she can protest my words, I direct her. “Put your feet on the edge.”

She hesitates, probably aware of just how exposed this will leave her. But it only lasts the space of a heartbeat or two. When she braces her hands behind her and puts her feet where I’ve commanded, heat flares hard and fast up my spine. She’s pink and wet and all fucking mine. 

I skim my finger over her, the ghost of a touch from her clit to her glistening entrance. Then I slide the tip inside. “I can’t wait to feel your needy little cunt gripping me again,” I murmur. 

She whimpers restlessly. So damn impatient. 

Head lowered, I lick over her tight bundle of nerves and push my finger deeper inside her, eliciting a sharp gasp from her lips.

I pump into her, alternating between circling her clit with my tongue, sucking on it, and flicking it in an erratic rhythm that has her hips chasing every movement.

Within minutes, her legs are shaking and her arousal trickles down the cleft of her ass. She moans when I thrust a second finger into her, giving her more of the pressure she needs.

When I press a third against the tight ring of muscle between her cheeks, she sucks in a breath and tenses up.

“Has anyone ever touched you here?”

She shakes her head. “I’ve never…”

Satisfaction slams through me. I feel like some kind of damn cave man, needing to claim every part of her.

“Let me in, sweetheart. It will feel good, I promise.” 

A shudder racks through her, but she relaxes, allowing me to slip the tip of my finger inside, its passage eased by the slickness already pooling there.

As I work my tongue and hand again, she moans, grasping my hair as if to anchor herself. But by the way her internal muscles tighten around me, there’s no holding back what’s about to hit her.

“Roman… God, I’m so close.”

At the last minute, I pull my hand and mouth away, and she cries out in protest, eyes flying open and finding mine. The need blazing there takes my breath away.

“The first time you come in my office,” I growl. “It’ll be on my cock.”

In one quick movement, I unzip my pants and push them and my boxer briefs down to my hips, freeing my erection.

As I wrap my fingers around my aching shaft, her hips squirm in anticipation. A firm upward stroke forces the pre-cum that’s leaking from me to spill over the back of my hand and drip to the floor.

“Lie back.” 

When she does, I lean forward, brace one hand on the desk, and press the swollen head of my cock against her clit. Desperate to be filled, she tilts her pelvis, trying to get me where she needs me.

Her movement has me sliding down toward her entrance, pulling a hiss from between my teeth. I don’t push inside, as much as I’m dying to. Instead, I curve forward and kiss her long and hard, as my crown pulses against her soft flesh.

When I break the kiss, she begs. “Please, Roman. Please.”

There’s not a part of me that doesn’t want to fuck her bare, but we haven’t had that conversation yet. And now isn’t the time. 

“I need to get a condom.” The words are so harsh they’re practically a growl.

Her head lolls to one side against the desk. “Hurry.”

Fuck, her neediness only stokes the fire licking up my spine. I love seeing this side of her, where she chases what she wants. And if she wants my cock, I’m more than happy to give it to her. 

I yank my wallet out of my pants pocket and tear the condom out. Once I’m sheathed and at her entrance, she lifts her hips, her body giving way around the head of my dick. Her inner walls clamp down on the first thick inch of me. 

“You want me to fill you up, sweetheart?” My whole body vibrates with the effort it takes to resist thrusting balls deep into her. I want to take my time. If I’m going to cross every line, then I’ll make sure I enjoy every second of it.

And watching her perfect little cunt work so hard to take all of me is one of the details I don’t want to miss.

So instead of slamming into her, I flex my hips, forcing her to slowly accept more of me.

“Yes.” She tips her head back, the word coming out of her as a choked gasp. 

The spikes of her heels slip on the wood as she braces herself, leaving scratches on the polished surface—marks that send a dark thrill coursing through me.

I’ll make sure they stay there where we can both see them every day.

“You’re so damn tight.” I grit my teeth, fighting off the tingling sensation building in my spine. “But you’re going to take every inch.”

Digging my fingers into her hips, I angle her so I can slide in more easily.

I keep my gaze fixed on where we’re joined, sweating in an effort not to just shove my way in. Then I pull back so I can drive in a little deeper.

“God, Roman,” she gasps. “That feels… I… I’m…”

She stiffens, then cries out, her spine bowing as her internal muscles clench and release around me.

I’m not even halfway in and she’s coming. “That’s it, sweetheart. You needed that, didn’t you? You needed my cock to make you come.” I press my fingers into her, barely holding back my own release.

The next time her body releases me, I surge forward, burying myself to the hilt. With a tight jaw, I hold myself deep inside her and ride out her orgasm. But the moment she relaxes against the lacquered surface beneath her, I’m moving. One long withdrawal and then a hard thrust back in. 

She rolls her hips against mine, trying to take me deeper. And when I lean over her and suck one of her nipples into my mouth, she wraps her legs and arms around me, digging her nails in and urging me on.

Hips pumping hard, I slip a hand between us and pulse my thumb against her clit, forcing another orgasm to crash over her. 

“That’s my good girl,” I growl in her ear as she convulses beneath me. “You feel so fucking amazing. But I’m not done with you yet.” With a groan, I pull out of her. “Turn over, sweetheart.”

She blinks dazedly at me for a moment, then lowers her feet to the floor, wiggles out of her dress, and lies back down on her stomach, stretching out across my desk.

I hope like hell I never forget the way she looks like this. Long legs, still in her heels, perfect ass, and the curve of her body pressed against the dark wood.

Gritting my teeth, I grip the base of my cock hard. Then I push back into her, palming the cheeks of her ass, kneading them, spreading her so I can watch the way she stretches around me. 

Resisting the urge to pin her against the desk and take her hard and fast, I force myself to straighten. Like this, I catch sight of our reflection in the window. Though our images are hazy and distorted by the city lights shining in from outside, I can make out just how big I look in comparison to her and just how perfect she looks like this—in my office, on my desk, taking me.

With my focus fixed on our reflection, I continue stroking into her. Pressure builds inside me, driving me almost out of my mind. But I need more. I need her closer. 

I pull her upright so her back is pressed to my chest. “Watch us.”

Gripping her hip with one hand, I slide the other up her body and wrap it around her throat, holding her in place.

Her throat works as she swallows against my palm. “I… Roman, I n-need to come again.”

She’s almost there, if the way her pussy is squeezing me is any indication, but I deliberately keep my pace slow, edging both of us.

Dropping my hand to her thigh, I lift her leg so her knee rests on my desk and she’s spread wide for me. “Touch yourself. I want to watch you come.”

She doesn’t hesitate, slipping her fingers into her pussy and circling her clit.

The sight of her—of us—like this pushes me close to my limit. It’s taking all my willpower to hold back.

When she lowers her hand to where we’re joined and caresses me, I lose all control.

“Fuck.” Unable to stop myself, I drive my hips into her hard and fast.

She cries out, and I thrust harder. 

“Keep touching yourself.”

The moment she focuses on her clit again, her body clenches around me. Her spine arches, her breasts thrust out, and she calls out my name. I roll one tightly furled nipple between my fingers, giving it a sharp pinch.

She shudders, jerking against me, her internal muscles squeezing, pulling me deeper inside her.

My vision goes dark around the edges. “Fuck. Your perfect little cunt is going to milk me dry.”

With both hands on her hips, I slam into her, chasing my own release as the aftershocks of hers ripple through both of us. 

I’m groaning now, low and deep and urgent, until my body tightens almost to the point of pain. Then I’m coming. Heat and pleasure boil up my spine and I surge into her as deep as I can and let it explode out of me. 

Tilting forward, she reaches between us and palms my pulsing balls as my release fills the condom in wrenching spurt after wrenching spurt. The feel of her fingers against me intensifies each throb to an electric shock of pleasure so strong that my legs shake. I have to drop a hand to the desk to brace myself as I ride it out.

When my orgasm finally eases and I can breathe again, I pull her against me, gripping her chin to angle her face up to mine. “We’re going to make this work. Okay?”

Eyes wide and dazed, she exhales. “Okay.”

I crash my lips down on hers, swallowing her moan.

I’ve crossed all the boundaries I swore I never would. But this is nothing like the sordid trysts my father carried on. I care about Chloe. I’m not after a few cheap orgasms. Here, in the dark, in secret, it doesn’t matter that she works for me. 

I just need to find a way to make the same thing true in the light of day.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


CHLOE


“How are you feeling?”

Dad looks brighter this morning than he has in a long while.

“I feel good,” he says, picking up his toast. “I think the infusions are working.”

Happiness bubbles up inside me. After what happened with Roman on Wednesday night, that news is like the icing on the cake.

The front door opens and closes, and Carol appears. “Good morning!”

Dad clears his throat. “Morning, Carol.”

At the hint of bashfulness in his tone, I turn back to him, finding him apparently very interested in the contents of his plate.

Carol doesn’t seem to notice Dad’s awkwardness as she bustles over and sets a couple of shopping bags on the kitchen counter. “I thought we could do some meal prep today. I’ve got ingredients to make berry chia puddings for breakfast and chopped veggie grain bowls with turmeric dressing for lunch.” She pulls out a plastic carton of berries and spins to face the fridge. “And I thought we could make strawberry-mango-banana smoothies.”

Dad grunts. “Sounds great.”

Carol merely grins, unfazed by his unenthusiastic tone.

I smother my own smile. Carol has been incredible. I’ve done my best trying to cook healthy food for Dad, but it’s easy to fall into a rut of preparing the same meals over and over. Even if Dad needs time to adjust to all the new anti-inflammatory foods she’s introducing him to, at least he’s eating them.

Dad pushes himself up to stand. His movements are still slow and measured, but he seems to do it with less stiffness than before. I don’t want to let my hopes get too high, but it’s hard not to look for improvements every day.

He picks up his plate and shuffles toward the kitchen.

Carol meets him halfway and takes it from him. “Why don’t you sit and read for a little while? I’ll come and get you once I’ve got everything ready to go.”

With a slight nod, he makes his way over to the couch. I expect him to look to me for help. Instead, he sits on his own with only a little difficulty. Carol catches my eye and gives me a reassuring smile.

Once I’ve finished my coffee, I join her in the kitchen and wash out the cup so she doesn’t have to do it.

Carol pulls several more items out of a grocery bag, then turns to the fridge. “So, when are you planning to see him again?”

I blink at her. “Who?”

“Your date from Wednesday night. From that sparkle in your eye, I assume that it went well.”

Heat creeps into my cheeks. I can’t exactly confess that the man who’s making my eyes sparkle is not the man I went on a date with. Or that I’ve already seen him again. Work yesterday was interesting, to say the least. I’m surprised the entire building couldn’t sense the simmering tension every time we were in the same room. My mind is completely on board with the whole remaining professional in the office part of whatever this is, but my body hasn’t quite fallen in line. And if the way Roman looked at me yesterday is any indication, he’s struggling with the same issue.

“The date didn’t go quite the way I expected it to, but the night ended well. We just need to work around our schedules to figure out when we can spend time together again.” I feel bad fudging the truth, but for now, it’s my best option.

Carol closes the fridge door and studies me. “If you want to go out again, I’m more than happy to stay with your dad. I can even stay the night. You said the couch pulls out into a bed, didn’t you?”

I did say that. I bought the sofa bed for Dad. On occasion, his pain has been so bad it’s made walking to his bedroom too difficult to manage.

Guilt swirls through me. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

She waves a dismissive hand. “Of course you can. I was young once, and I remember how exciting the start of a new relationship is. Now that my girls are both in college, I don’t have anyone waiting at home for me. You’re young and beautiful. You should be out having fun and living life.”

I bite my lower lip. It’s true that it will be hard for Roman and me to see each other if we’re keeping this thing between us a secret for now. And Carol really seems to enjoy spending time with Dad…

She steps closer, lowering her voice. “You mean everything to your dad. He wants you to go out and enjoy yourself. And I’d like that for you too. You remind me a little of my daughters, and since your mom isn’t around, maybe while I’m here, I can help with some of the things she might have done.”

Unexpected tears sting my eyes. I try very hard not to imagine what life might be like if Mom hadn’t left us. If she’d stayed instead of abandoning us when having a family got too hard. And now, here’s Carol, offering her time and her care when she doesn’t have to.

“Oh, hun.” She wraps her arms around me and squeezes.

Reflexively, I hug her back and breathe in her light floral perfume.

With a soft smile, she pulls back and grips my shoulders. “Let someone else look after you for a while. It will make your dad happy, and it will make me happy too. Okay?”

I swallow. “Okay.” It comes out as a whisper.

She nods and rubs my arms. “Excellent. So make your plans and let me know.” With a satisfied nod, she turns back to the groceries on the counter. “Let that man of yours sweep you off your feet.”

A shaky laugh escapes me. “I will.” He already has.

In my bedroom, I pin my hair up in a bun, letting some tendrils hang loose around my face, and study my reflection a little longer. After a moment, I shake my head at myself. Roman obviously finds me attractive enough. I don’t need to spend extra time getting ready now just because we’re…

We’re what? Dating? In a relationship? He said we’d make this work, but he didn’t label what this actually is. And I didn’t ask.

I should find out. We’re taking a risk, both of us, although I can’t help but think that I have more at stake. At the end of the day, no matter what happens, Roman will still be a billionaire. Me? I could be out of a job and unable to afford the medications that finally seem to be working for Dad. And definitely unable to afford a caregiver like Carol.

And no matter how invested Roman seems right now, that could change at any time. It’s impossible to predict what will happen between two people who are attracted to one another, especially at the start of a relationship.

And he divorced his wife after six months.

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I’m sure he had a good reason. After all, she didn’t seem like the warmest of people.

Then why did he marry her in the first place?

I shake my head, dislodging the insecurities seeping into me. Roman said I’d be safe with him. He said my job would be safe no matter what. And I trust him. He’s got so much going on at the moment. Harassing him with the where is this thing going? question immediately would be pathetic and annoying.

So I’ll just give it a little while, see how things unfold, and then ask.

With a nod at the woman in the mirror, I turn away. For now, there’s nothing I can do but see where this path leads, even though there’s a chance I’m setting myself up for heartbreak.

Roman said he’s obsessed with me, but obsession is different from love.

And I can’t help but wonder if a man who grew up the way he did knows what it feels like to love or be loved at all.
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CHAPTER FORTY


ROMAN


“The legal team will draw up our formal bid for EcoTech this week,” Cole says.

“Good.” I scan the men and women sitting at the table. “Other points that need to be discussed?”

There’s a low murmur and shaking of heads, but all I can focus on is the way David is leaning in toward Chloe and murmuring in her ear.

My jaw clenches, and it only relaxes when she nods, then shifts to put distance between them as she turns to speak to Sophie, who’s sitting on her other side.

“Looks like everyone’s happy.” Tate smoothly steps in for me when I don’t continue. “The marketing department is working on drafting announcements for when the bid is accepted.”

Announcements. Accepted. Those words bring me back to the topic. “Excellent. That’s it for now. We’ll meet again in a week’s time.”

Around the table, our employees collect their things and stand. As they file out of the room, Cole, Tate and I bring up the rear. I can’t help but track Chloe, who’s walking with Sophie and, annoyingly, David.

“What the hell’s going on with you?” Cole asks.

I turn to him with a frown. “What?”

“You’ve been as distracted as shit since you got back from France.” Tate eyes me. “And you stayed an extra night. Is there something you want to tell us?”

“There’s nothing to tell.” I stare straight ahead, avoiding their scrutiny. “I extended my stay so I could meet up with Jameson in Paris. The only thing on my mind at the moment is this acquisition. You know how important it is.”

“We do,” Cole says. “But it’s not the be all and end all. I know you want to prove a point about the King Group’s change under your leadership. But there’s no one thing that’s going to accomplish that. All the work we’ve done over the last few years is what’ll show the world that we’re doing things differently.”

I grunt. Thoughts like that are what typically occupy my mind, but today, I’m distracted for a completely different reason. And that reason is walking ahead of us, hips swaying and a tight skirt accentuating an ass I can’t wait to get my hands on again. It’s been two days since I fucked her in my office, and since then we haven’t had any real alone time.

During the day, the risk of being interrupted is too great. And locking the door will invite suspicion. Chloe spends the evenings with her father, so I’m reluctant to ask her to work late in order to see her. I’ll reserve that request for when we legitimately need to work late.

But fuck, was it hard not to touch her each time I saw her yesterday. I’ve got to come up with a solution before my distraction ends up costing us a deal.

“Yes, the acquisition is only part of the plan,” I say. “But it will put us years ahead of our nearest competition. And I don’t want Haverscombe disrupting things at the last minute.”

“I doubt Haverscombe is the type of man Ellis wants to do business with,” Tate says. “Not if he truly cares about integrity.”

Tension knots my back and neck. If he knew the truth about Chloe, he wouldn’t want to work with me either. Regardless of whether what I’m doing with Chloe is anything like the shit Dad pulled, I’m not sure if Ellis, or anyone else, will see the distinction.

“Is the reason you dislike Roger so much because he’s dating Katherine?” Tate asks.

Where the hell did that come from? I shoot him a narrow-eyed look.

He raises his hands in the air and laughs. “Sorry, I had to ask.”

Irritation flares inside me. “Did you?”

“Yes. You’ve never opened up about why the two of you divorced. Just wondering if there’s a lingering flame there and that’s what’s got you all riled up.”

If I was tense before, my muscles are even tighter now. “I can guarantee that there’s no lingering flame.”

As we stop outside my office door, Sophie waves at Chloe and continues on to Tate’s office, while David hangs back by her desk.

I force my gaze away before I do something stupid like grab him by the collar and tell him to move the fuck on.

“Okay, okay.” Tate exchanges a look with Cole.

I glare at both of them. “If you have something to say to me, spit it out.”

The light sound of Chloe’s laughter from a few feet away steals my focus. David’s perched on the corner of her desk, grinning at the no doubt smart ass comment that made her laugh.

“David,” I bark. “Is there a reason you’re distracting my assistant from her work?”

Every set of eyes turns to me, including Chloe’s wide ones.

David jerks upright. “Sorry, Roman. I wanted to book some time with you so we could go over our revised plans.”

Cole and Tate are wearing similar speculative expressions as they look between Chloe and me. Dammit. I need to get a better handle on the unfamiliar feelings that are taking me over. I’ve never experienced anything like this. Not even with Katherine. It didn’t bother me when men flirted with her. She was a beautiful woman, why wouldn’t they? But the sharp lash of possessiveness I feel with Chloe is as potent as it is unexpected. Maybe it’s because, to everyone else, she appears available. Maybe the instinct would fade if the world knew she was mine.

Or maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe this is what it feels like to hold on to something valuable and fragile. Something that might disappear with one wrong move.

“Fine.” I nod at David and force down my irritation. Then I turn to my brothers. “Anything else from you two?”

“Nope.” Tate says.

Cole responds at the same time. “Nothing.”

“Good. I’ll see you at our meeting with the legal team.” I enter my office and shut the door behind me to avoid being peppered with last-minute questions.

Rolling my neck, I try to loosen the tightness coiled at its base before dropping into my chair. Instantly, my focus is drawn to the scratches on the edge of the desk. My lips curve up at the memory, and finally, the tension in my muscles abates.

Maintenance contacted me first thing yesterday morning. Apparently one of our cleaners notified them of damage to my desk, and they wanted to know if I’d like a replacement.

I’d told them I wasn’t interested.

Damn. I’m already distracted again. With a long exhale, I straighten and get back to work.

Ten minutes later, I’m interrupted by a knock on my door.

“It’s just me,” Chloe calls out.

“Come in.”

She slips in silently and closes the door behind her.

Maybe it’s because of her interaction with David, or maybe because my control is shot, but I stand and take a step out from behind my desk. “Lock it.”

Her lips part, but she obeys without argument. The moment the snick echoes around the room, I’m striding across the office and pushing her against the door.

“I thought you wanted to keep it professional at work?” she says, wide eyes searching my face.

I drop my forehead to hers. “I’ve broken so many rules when it comes to you already.”

Sighing lightly, she runs her fingers through my hair.

“I don’t like it when David flirts with you.”

She pauses for a heartbeat, but then her fingers continue their caress. “I wasn’t flirting back.”

“I know. I still don’t like it,” I admit grudgingly.

She laughs softly, the sound loosening the unfamiliar knot of possessiveness in my chest.

For a moment, I let myself enjoy the softness of her touch, but eventually, I step back. “I need to see you outside of work.”

Still pressed against the door, she lowers her hands to her sides. “How? Where?”

“My apartment.” I drop my head back and study the ceiling, searching for a way to make it happen. “Can Carol stay with your father tonight?”

She worries her lip, drawing my attention to the plump flesh. “She did offer to stay if I need her to, but it’s probably too late to arrange for tonight, especially since she stayed on Wednesday.”

Bitterness rises in the back of my throat and coats my mouth. Fuck, I don’t want to think about her date with Ethan.

According to Chloe, he called the next morning to apologize for the abrupt ending to their date, even though he wasn’t the one who caused it. I guess that’s what good guys like him do. And yet, I can’t find it within me to regret stealing her from him.

I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I’d bring her back here and fuck her all over again if I had to.

“I’m sorry if I’m making this difficult,” she says, eyes scanning mine.

The uncertainty there causes a knife to twist in my gut. I take several steps back, only stopping when I’m leaning against my desk. “Come here.”

She obeys, approaching slowly, but watching me almost warily as she does. I wish I knew what was going through her head. I wish I knew how to reassure her. When she’s close, I wrap my arm around her waist and draw her in until her body is flush against mine.

“Never fucking apologize for looking after your dad. I told you we’ll make this work, and we will.” I trace my finger down the side of her cheek, then grip her chin between my thumb and forefinger and tip her face up to mine. “I didn’t bring you here the other night because I wanted an easy lay,” I say. “Nothing about the two of us together is easy. But I want it anyway. I want you.”

I press my lips to hers, sweep my tongue into her mouth. She responds immediately, tangling her fingers in my hair. Despite the need that surges through me, that conjures images of bending her over my desk again, taking her on the couch, or pressing her up against the window, I manage to restrain myself.

As much as I want her, I can’t risk either of our reputations by having her here while there are other people in the surrounding offices. She deserves more than rumors of impropriety and people whispering in the corridors if anyone finds out we’re in here together with the door locked.

When I let her go, her lips are swollen, and her eyes are hazy. I’m so damn hard I’ll probably need to take care of myself in the bathroom after she leaves. But the blue balls are worth it for the wondering look she gives me.

Smiling, she touches her fingers to her mouth. “I’m not used to this.”

“Kissing your boss?”

She laughs, a husky little sound that goes straight to my dick. “That too. But no. I meant doing something that feels so wrong and so right at the same time. I’m usually so careful to do the smart thing, the sensible thing. And this is the farthest thing from that.”

I regard her carefully, searching for doubts. Is she having second thoughts about pursuing this? The thought slices more deeply into me than it has any right to, considering the reality of our situation. If she threw up a stop sign, it certainly would be the quickest and easiest way to resolve matters.

It might be better for both of us if this ended here, but there’s no fighting the part of me that craves her. It’s too strong. Despite denial having already embedded its claws in my stomach, I still force myself to give her an out. “I told you before. You’re safe with me. If you want to end this now. There won’t be any repercussions.”

She looks up at me, a little crease between her brows. Then she shakes her head. “I’d forgotten what it feels like to want to take a risk, to let my life get a little messy. I think… I think I want that more than I’m scared of it.”

“I don’t want you to be scared of me.” The words come out rough around the edges.

She places her hand on my chest, the warmth of her palm soaking through the fabric between us. “I’m not scared of you. I’m scared of the unknown, I guess. And this kind of thing, the emotions that take over when I’m with you, it’s completely new to me.”

I stay fixed on her. “We’re both sailing in uncharted waters.”

Her throat bobs in a swallow. “But… you’ve been married before. You must have felt this way about Katherine. Despite how things ended up, it must have started out this way.”

What looks like pain flickers over her face, but it’s gone just as quickly as it came. Fuck. I don’t like that she’s comparing the connection we share to what I had with Katherine.

I slide my hand into her hair and tilt her head so she’s forced to meet my gaze. “The way I felt about Katherine was nothing like this,” I grit out, needing her to hear the truth in my words, to see it in my eyes. “I would never have broken my rules for her the way I have for you.”

Her mouth parts, a small breath escaping her. “But why?”

“Why didn’t I feel that way about her, or why have I broken my rules for you?”

Catching her bottom lip between her teeth, she studies me. “Both, I guess.”

My ex-wife is the last person I want to talk about. But I owe Chloe at least part of the truth. “I fooled myself into thinking Katherine was what I needed at the time, but she wasn’t, and she never could be.”

Ignoring the question in her eyes, I release her and shove my hands into my pockets.

“As for why I’ve broken my rules for you…” I’m still struggling to understand it completely myself.

Maybe it’s because she’s the first woman who’s made me question my priorities. With her, I’m reminded of what it’s like to live in the moment rather than to treat life like a chess game, calculating the implications of every move I make. She makes me feel like a better man, and I’m selfish enough to not want to give that up. And fuck if she isn’t the only woman—the only person—who’s managed to quiet the constant voice in my head that drives me to do more, do better, be better.

Better than him.

That contradiction lodges like a rock in my throat. Because despite all the ways I tell myself it’s different, if the world finds out I’m fucking my young, beautiful assistant, it’ll be damning proof that I’m cut from the same cloth.

All of that is far too complicated to put into words right now, so I take the easy way out. “Because you’re the only woman who’s ever made me want to break my rules.”

There’s still a faint glimmer of doubt in her expression. Rather than try to assuage it any more, I pull her to me, cup her face, and press my lips to hers until the heat builds between us the way it does so easily.

But someone will come looking for us soon, or at least get suspicious, so I feather my mouth over hers one more time, then break away. “Ask Carol if she can do some overtime this weekend. We’ll make a plan then about how to move forward, okay?”

With a nod, she turns for the door. As she slips out, she casts a last look at me over her shoulder.

I return to my seat, but instead of getting back to work, I swivel and stare out over Manhattan.

With the city spread out before me like this, it’s too easy to feel like I’m untouchable. That I’m in control of myself and my life. I’m starting to realize that both of those things are an illusion. And maybe, just maybe, letting go of those beliefs might give me a peace I never knew I wanted.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


CHLOE


“Good afternoon, Chloe.” Phillip greets me with a smile.

“Good afternoon.” My cheeks heat as I approach him and Roman’s black town car.

God, what must he think about this clandestine Saturday afternoon meeting? He’s picking me up around the corner from my apartment instead of in front of it, as a precaution against prying eyes. But it must be obvious to him that the ‘meeting’ I’m about to have with Roman at his penthouse doesn’t have anything to do with work.

There’s no judgment in his expression, though, so maybe even if he does know, he really doesn’t care. Maybe I’m projecting my own feelings onto him.

I never thought I’d be the kind of woman who sleeps with her boss. Then again, I doubt many women would blame me. Roman is a force of nature. Beautiful and powerful and impossible to resist, but with a hidden soft side I doubt he lets many people see.

Being with him reminds me that life isn’t a color by numbers painting. Sometimes choosing to break the rules and color outside the lines results in something unique and beautiful.

So as Phillip opens the car door for me, I fight the urge to look away in embarrassment and instead smile my thanks and slide in.

When I find Roman sitting in the back seat, surprised butterflies take flight in my stomach. I wasn’t expecting him to come with Phillip, and I definitely didn’t expect to see him dressed so casually.

He’s wearing a charcoal T-shirt that stretches across his broad shoulders and wide chest and a pair of dark jeans that cling to his muscular thighs. It’s the first time I’ve seen him in anything but business wear.

My throat goes dry as I take him in. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.

“I didn’t expect you.” The words are thin, breathless.

His smile is slow and sensual. “If we only have a few hours, I don’t want to waste any of it.”

As Phillip steers the car away from the curb, Roman holds out a hand. “Come here.”

I peek at the privacy screen, which is thankfully already in place, before I slide across to him.

He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his lap. “How’s your father?”

My heart flutters at the question. He keeps reminding me in ways just like this that, despite the air of aloofness he so often projects, he honestly cares about the people around him. I smile. “He and Carol are doing a jigsaw puzzle together. He’s happy.”

He nuzzles into the crook of my neck and inhales deeply. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“It’s because of this job. Because of you.”

Pulling back, he fixes me with a serious gaze. “It’s because of you. Because you care about him. Because you’ve worked hard to give him what he needs.”

My throat tightens, but I shrug off the praise. “That’s what family does.”

“Is it?”

His tone is so neutral it has me studying his expression. What’s going on in his head? His childhood was difficult. Does that mean he doesn’t think his brothers would be there for him if he needed them? Or does he believe he’s let them down somehow? Either way, I can’t hold back my response.

I place both hands on his chest, trying to ignore the heat of his hard muscles through the thin material of his T-shirt. I’ll explore them later. Right now, I want him to try to see things the way I do.

“Your brothers care about you. It’s obvious. And it’s just as obvious you care about them. Don’t rule out how valuable that is just because your parents didn’t feel the same way. And maybe,” I wet my lips and consider stopping there. In the end, though, I decide to brave it. “Maybe you didn’t feel that way either for a while. My mother never did. That’s why she walked away from Dad and me so easily. She and I may share blood, but that just means we’re related—it doesn’t make us a family. Love is what makes a family. And love means you’ll always do what needs to be done, even if it’s hard. Even if it means giving up what you thought was important to you.”

A muscle pulses in his jaw. That’s the only response I get.

My stomach plummets. Have I overstepped by talking about his family? “I’m sorry if I said something I shouldn’t.”

His throat works on a swallow, and he shakes his head. “One of the reasons I couldn’t stay away from you is because you don’t pretend to be someone you’re not. When you share your thoughts with me, they come straight from your heart. It’s a rare thing in my world.”

I let out a breath. “I suppose it’s what I hope to get in return.”

He strokes his thumb over my cheek. “It’s a beautiful thing.”

My heart flip flops. How can I resist falling for this man? Do I even have to? In his arms like this, I feel safe. Like maybe I can let go and he’ll be there to catch me.

I suppress that train of thought. It’s far too soon to be thinking things like that.

When his mouth descends on mine, I let my mind float free, and when his hands skim up my back, I welcome the rush of sensations his touch always brings.

Roman spends the rest of the trip slowly driving me crazy with his mouth and his hands. If he wanted to bring me right to the edge before we made it to his place, he’s succeeded. My panties are damp, and need is sparking through my body. All I want to do is strip my clothes off and let him have his way with me.

But first we have to get up to his penthouse.

When the car slows, I steal a glimpse out the window and immediately have to crane my neck to see the top of the tower. With the way it reflects the sky and clouds, it looks like it’s made entirely of glass.

That’s all I get to see of it before Phillip takes the car underneath the building.

In the private elevator on the way up, Roman continues his slow, determined assault on my body. He pins me against the cool stainless-steel wall, slides his hand up under my skirt and slips his fingers into my panties.

When he finds my clit, he rolls his fingers over it, and I respond by rocking myself against his hand. The pressure is enough to have me desperately chasing release but not enough to push me over the edge.

“I’m so close. Please let me come,” I plead.

He chuckles against my neck, the sound vibrating through me. “But then I wouldn’t get to enjoy the way you’re so desperately trying to fuck yourself against my fingers. Don’t worry. I’ll make your first orgasm worth the wait.”

Before I can beg again, a soft ding announces that we’ve arrived and the doors whoosh open soundlessly. He backs me out of the elevator without slowing the movement of his hand. I get glimpses of the surrounding space, high ceilings, parquet floors, large, white pieces of furniture, and light streaming in the floor-to-ceiling windows that he’s steering us toward. But most of it’s a blur as he continues to work my clit.

On the other side of the room, he turns me so his large, hard body is against my back, and I’m staring out at Central Park and Manhattan from a dizzying height.

I don’t have time to take in the magnificence of the view before he’s teasing my neck with his lips and tongue, and my eyes fall shut. He makes quick work of undressing me until I’m completely naked. Then he presses my overheated body and sensitive breasts against the cool glass.

“Can anyone see me?” My voice is breathless from a combination of nervousness and arousal.

“If they have binoculars.” 

His mouth is on my neck again, hot and wet, and suddenly I couldn’t care less whether someone out there with a pair of binoculars might be watching us.

When I don’t protest, Roman’s lips curve against my skin. “Put your hands on either side of your head.”

I obey, and then his fingers slide into me again.

“You’re so fucking wet for me,” he groans.

I widen my stance to grant him more access, and as he pushes one finger, then two, inside me, stroking me just the way I need, I shudder. His palm rubs against my clit while he pinches and twists my nipple with his other hand.

The combination of sensations almost makes my knees give out. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

He grinds the steel bar of his erection against me, holding me in place, his fingers curling until he hits a spot that makes me shake. “Are you going to come all over my hand, sweetheart?”

“Y-yes,” I whisper.

The hand working my breast disappears, and the sound of a zipper cuts through the deafening thump of my heart. The next moment, he pulls his fingers out of me, leaving me achingly empty.

Before I can protest the loss of him, the slick sound of him lubricating himself with my arousal reaches my ears. I whimper, and then his hands are back, his thick shaft gliding between the cheeks of my ass. 

“Look what you’ve made me do,” he growls against my neck, the heat of his breath sending a shiver through me. “I wasn’t planning to come yet. I wanted to feed you first, show you this isn’t just about sex, but you make me crazy. I can’t fucking help myself.”

The way he groans the last words has a fresh surge of arousal spilling out of me.

The grind of him behind me, the coolness of the glass, the dizzying view, and his hands on me—in me—is an overdose of stimulation. I’m already so on edge, it doesn’t take more than three strokes of his fingers before I detonate, my orgasm sending a shock wave of pleasure through me. Caged between his hard body and the window, I writhe and pant and come. 

Roman grunts, pulling me tighter against him using the fingers still buried inside me. With a curse, he rides out his own orgasm, scalding spurts of cum splattering against my lower back and sliding wetly down my ass.

I press my burning cheek against the glass and breathe. My galloping heart slows along with his movements.

“Don’t move,” he says.

I obey, focusing on the way my breaths fog the window. Behind me, there’s a soft rustle of fabric, then he’s wiping his cum off me with his T-shirt.

When he’s done, he takes me by the shoulders and turns me. His pale gray eyes gleam with a feral kind of amusement as he looks down at me. “You turn me into a damn teenager.”

With a shaky laugh, I slide my hands over his biceps. “I don’t think a teenager would have ever made me come that hard.”

The corners of his mouth curl up. “Let me show you around. We can start with my shower.”

I bend down, reaching for my clothes, but he grasps my arm, stopping me and pulling me upright again.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“I’m getting dressed.”

He arches his brows. “You’re just going to have to get undressed again when we get to the bathroom.”

Strangely enough, considering what we’ve just done, the thought sends nerves skittering over my skin. “I feel weird walking naked through your apartment.”

With his hand tangled in my hair, he tips my head back. The warmth in his usually cool gaze makes my heart flutter. “You don’t want to walk through my apartment naked?”

Feeling ridiculously shy, I shake my head.

Without warning, he picks me up and tosses me over his shoulder.

“Roman!” I shriek as he strides across the large room.

“What? You said you didn’t want to walk naked.”

“This isn’t what I meant, and you know it.”

He laughs, and regardless of my current embarrassment, the genuine unguarded sound coming from him, a sound I couldn’t have imagined hearing when I first started working for him, has my heart more than fluttering. It’s free-falling.

Whatever happens between us, I’ll never regret hearing Roman King laugh like that.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


ROMAN


Restless, I shift in my chair. The sky is blue, the sun is shining, and bees are buzzing from flower to flower at the border of the south lawn. The gardens of our family estate in Westchester are impeccable, thanks to a team of gardeners. Our monthly family lunches, the ones we dreaded but maintained for appearances’ sake, are far more enjoyable since Dad’s no longer a part of them and Delilah and Violet are here instead.

The food will undoubtedly be delicious, and the wine in our glasses is dry and refreshing, but I can think of several things I’d rather be doing than having lunch with my family.

All of which involve Chloe.

Lottie, having been passed around the table and showered with love and attention, is now nestled against Cole, fast asleep, while he chats with Delilah and Tate. Mom is engaged in conversation with Violet about her plans to expand True Brew and seems genuinely interested in her future daughter-in-law’s ideas.

My mind conjures the image of Chloe here, sitting next to me, talking to Delilah and Violet, laughing at Tate’s jokes, holding Lottie.

Picturing Chloe with a baby in her arms triggers a strange twisting sensation deep inside me. Not just any baby. My baby.

I’ve never considered the idea before, not seriously anyway. I was twenty-six when I married Katherine. And while there may have been a theoretical intention of having children at some stage, to carry on the family name, I never once imagined her pregnant or holding our baby.

The thought of it never stirred a hot, possessive ache inside my chest.

After my divorce, I had no intention of fathering children. I had more important things on my mind, and I had no doubt Cole and Tate would do their duty… eventually.

That might be changing now. And like so much else involving Chloe, the idea is barbed. She makes me want things I thought I could live without. But wanting those things, taking them, is complicated.

Maybe I should tell my family now. Just casually announce that my assistant and I are involved.

No. The moment the thought occurs to me, I picture every person at this table turning to me, expressions full of suspicion. As if they’re wondering, even just for a moment, whether I really am like him. If Chloe’s like the women Dad screwed because he could. Because they were accessible, and it was easy for him.

I don’t want them to look at her that way. I don’t want anyone to look at her that way.

This thing between Chloe and me is too new. We’re still finding our way. I don’t want to add what would likely be a serious amount of pressure. Maybe once the EcoTech acquisition is finalized, I can tell my family. In the meantime, I need to figure out the best way to do it—on my terms.

“Roman, you need to set Cole straight.” Tate’s voice breaks into my thoughts. “He doesn’t believe that my virtual reality tours of Genesis-1 are the reason the place is fully sold before opening.”

“They were a good gimmick,” Cole says. “But I’d say it has more to do with the state-of-the-art technology, unparalleled luxury, and carbon neutral footprint.” He raises his brows, a smirk curling his lips.

I take a slow, deliberate sip of wine, cataloging the grins on my brothers’ faces while I give myself a moment to center myself back into the conversation. “Obviously, Cole is wrong. And don’t get too smug, Tate, because you’re wrong too.”

Tate groans. “I should have known you’d say something like that.”

I suppress a smile of my own. “The reason Genesis-1 is fully sold is because Violet will be opening a True Brew coffee shop in the foyer.”

Violet’s laugh is light. “Thank you, Roman. I thought my fiancé would be the one who recognized the true power of a good cup of coffee.”

Tate wraps his hand around the back of her neck and kisses her. “There’s no one who appreciates the power of a good cup of coffee more than me. If it wasn’t for your dedication to True Brew, you’d never have agreed to date me. And then where would I be?”

She rolls her eyes. “You’d be a poor, lonely, billionaire bachelor, constantly accosted by the world’s most beautiful women.”

The grin he gives her is devilishly charming. “Exactly, I’d be miserable.”

Even Mom wears a hint of a smile as she sips her wine and watches her youngest son and his fiancée.

Unfortunately, she then turns to me. “I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about bringing a plus one to the King Group gala at the end of the month, have you?”

Brow arched, I survey her. Where did that come from? She’s never been overly interested in our love lives before. Her newly acquired motherly concern is… nice, I suppose. I only hope it doesn’t mean she’ll go all matchmaker on me. “I’ll be attending alone, as per usual.”

“Not alone,” Delilah says, stroking Lottie’s back, her green eyes warm. “With your family.”

My chest loosens at the reminder. That despite all the shit Dad put us through, I still have my brothers. I have Delilah and Violet, and yes, apparently, I even have Mom, as strange as that may be.

I flash her a smile, acknowledging her correction. But my mind turns to Chloe again. I asked her a couple of weeks ago whether she was planning to attend. She told me that she and Sophie were going to go together.

I’m not exactly looking forward to it. It’s bad enough that I can’t touch her at work. In a ballroom filled with men who’ll probably take one look at her and try to make a move? It’ll be pure torture. At least she’ll be coming back with me to my apartment afterward, so I’ll have that to keep me sane.

As if Chloe knows I’m thinking about her, my phone rings and her name flashes across the screen. My body warms in a way that’s becoming all too familiar when it comes to her. I excuse myself, push back my chair and walk a few yards away from the table before I answer it.

“I wasn’t expecting to hear from you, but I’m glad you called, sweetheart.”

“I like when you call me that,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

Chuckling, I check over my shoulder to make sure no one’s paying attention to me. They don’t seem to be, thank god. Otherwise they might question the expression on my face.

“I’m still at lunch,” I tell her.

“I know. I’m just calling because I checked your business email to get a head start for the week. Forbes has reached out asking if you’d do an interview on how the King Group’s strategic direction is changing under your leadership. You’d be on the cover.”

Satisfaction surges through me. I’ve been interviewed by Forbes before, but not to discuss how things have changed since I took over as CEO. “Can you reply and let them know I’ll do it?”

“Of course, I’ll get back to them and organize a date.”

“Thanks. And Chloe.” I soften my voice. “It’s the weekend. You should be taking a break, not checking my work emails.”

“I just didn’t want to miss anything important. It was just a quick check. I actually spent the morning with Dad at the library.”

“It’s good that he’s getting out of the house more.”

“The hard part is making sure he doesn’t go too hard too fast. I swear, he thinks he’s going to be cycling around Central Park in a few weeks’ time.” She laughs, the light, airy sound setting something free in my own chest.

I lower my voice. “Are you still coming over tonight?”

“Yes. Carol’s going to come for dinner, then stay and watch a movie with Dad.”

The sound of the patio door opening and closing distracts me. I turn and find Peters, the estate’s steward, escorting a man I don’t recognize across the lawn.

“Phillip will pick you up,” I tell Chloe, my eyes on the man who’s now standing next to Mom.

“Tell him I’ll meet him in the usual place.”

“I will. See you soon.”

As I slip my phone into my pocket, I stride back over to the table.

“Roman, you’ll never guess who this is,” Cole says, his usually sharp blue eyes bright with amusement.

The dark-haired man looks to be in his late fifties and is holding a bouquet of wildflowers.

Before I can begin to make sense of the scene, he smiles and reaches out his hand for me to shake. “Roman, I’ve heard a lot about you from Beverly. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Miles. Miles Hanson.”

“Miles is mom’s new friend,” Cole says, with heavy emphasis on the friend part. “He’s joining us for lunch.”

I turn my attention to Mom, whose cheeks have gone pink. “This is a surprise.”

“I didn’t mention it because I wasn’t sure Miles could make it today.”

“I’m a pediatric surgeon,” he breaks in. “I’m on call, but so far, so good.”

Mom looks up at him with a lightness in her expression I’ve only ever seen once before. It hits me then. Miles is the man she was talking to at the gala a few weeks ago.

He holds the flowers out to her, and she blushes even more as she takes them. Then he slides into the seat next to her, and my brothers and I spend the next hour getting to know him. Turns out, he and Mom met a couple of months ago at a benefit to raise money for his hospital’s pediatric care wing. They saw each other a few times after that at various charity galas and struck up a friendship.

Or at least that’s what Mom called it.

Miles is a natural comedian, spinning stories about some of the behind-the-scenes antics at the hospital. It’s incredible how often he makes Mom laugh—hearing it now only underscores how rarely she did it when we were growing up.

I doubt she had much to laugh about when she was married to Dad.

By the time lunch is done, I’m relaxed, and I’ve even started to enjoy myself. The only fly in the ointment is Chloe’s absence. And it’s even more noticeable with my mom’s new friend here as well.

Even when I was with Katherine, I never enjoyed these catch ups. The small talk was stilted, and on the rare occasion when Dad bothered to show up, he’d spend the time criticizing us. And back then, my brothers and I barely took the time to share what was going on in our lives. We all just wanted to get it over with and go our separate ways. Katherine’s presence should have made things more bearable. She should have felt like an ally.

She didn’t.

Hindsight’s a bitch. If I’d seen the way Cole and Delilah and Tate and Violet interact, I never would have believed what I felt for Katherine was real. I’d like to think I would have recognized the truth behind her feelings as well.

I never would have let my desire to prove Dad wrong blind me to her deceptions.

When I saw her for who she really was, it was enough to put me off relationships for years.

Until now. Until Chloe.

With our bid to acquire EcoTech looking positive and a Forbes interview in the works, I’m on track to finally get what I want. While I never dreamed about getting the girl, I’m wondering now if I might just manage to get that too.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


CHLOE


Istretch out on Roman’s giant bed, my pulse slowing as he runs his fingers gently down my spine. Goose bumps ripple out from his touch.

“I love how your body responds to me.” The rasp in his voice has me pressing my thighs together. He’s already made me come multiple times tonight. I should be sleeping, but I don’t want to waste a minute of this time. The small pockets of time where we’re not worried about business or being interrupted. Where there’s no need to pretend we don’t want to touch each other.

Where it’s just him and me.

I roll over so I can indulge myself in looking at him some more.

His eyes darken as they fix on my breasts, and he runs his fingertip around my nipple, his mouth curling as it puckers. “Beautiful.”

I slide my hand through his thick hair. “Beautiful.”

He looks at me through dark lashes. “I’m not beautiful.”

“I beg to differ.” I drift my fingers over his temple and along his jaw, rough with a five o’clock shadow. “Tell me something about you I don’t know.”

Brows drawn together, he looks off to one side in thought. “There’s a lot you don’t know. Anything in particular you’re interested in?”

I gnaw on my lip. Is it too soon to ask?

He uses his thumb to tug my lip free. “Ask, Chloe.”

I inhale deeply. “What happened between you and Katherine?”

There’s no hint of surprise in his expression, though he doesn’t look particularly happy either.

He rolls away from me onto his back.

My heart sinks. “If you’d rather not talk about it⁠—”

“Come here.” He slips an arm under me and tugs me against him. “She was my dad’s assistant,” he says. “I thought she was beautiful when I first saw her.”

As I rest my chin on his chest and regard him, I try not to let jealousy dig in too hard.

As if he senses it anyway, he holds my gaze and curls a strand of my hair around his finger. “I don’t think that anymore.”

“She is beautiful. I saw her, remember?”

He frowns, his brows lowering. “She’s an illusion. She shows you what she wants you to see. But once you’ve seen through the artifice, she’s far less attractive.”

“What is she really like, then?”

He looks up at the ceiling. “Hollow. Looking for someone or something to fill her up.”

“Someone like you?”

“Not just me.”

Suspicion niggles. How can it not with what I already know? “Your father?” I ask tentatively.

His eyes flash down to mine, but he doesn’t tense the way I expect. “Yes.”

A deep well of sorrow wells up in me in response to his simple answer. God. His father and his wife. I can’t imagine how that would feel. “What happened?”

“I was young and stupid.”

I brush my lips over his chest. “I can’t imagine that.”

One corner of his mouth turns up. “My relationship with Dad was… complicated. When I was a kid, I wanted to be like him. He demanded power and respect, and he brought me up to want those things too. But the older I got, the more his behavior bothered me.”

I listen carefully, hoping he senses my silent support.

“I didn’t like the way he treated me and my brothers or the way he played us against each other. I didn’t like the way he treated Mom, even though she’d never been particularly motherly. It still felt… disrespectful. And as much as he tried to encourage me to follow his example, I didn’t like the way he treated the other women either. The ones he screwed and discarded. I was torn between striving to be like him and questioning who he was and who he expected me to be.”

“That must have been confusing.”

His lips thin. “It shouldn’t have been.”

I push myself up on an elbow so I can look him in the eye. “He was your father. Of course it was confusing. He groomed you from a young age to look up to him. Regardless of what you learned later, that’s not easy to turn away from.”

He runs his thumb along my jaw, his mouth lifting at the corners. “Always from the heart with you.”

The organ in question squeezes so tight, my breath catches. How can there be so much tenderness hidden behind such a guarded exterior?

Hand smoothing down my back, he keeps going. “When Katherine started working for Dad, she seemed different from his previous assistants. She was beautiful, of course. Dad always surrounded himself with beautiful women. But she seemed sweeter, shyer, even when she flirted with me.” He laughs, but there’s no humor in the sound. “I knew if she was working for Dad, chances were he was sleeping with her, or was trying to, anyway. So I flat out asked him. He laughed and said she wasn’t his type—too innocent, too difficult to get into bed. He told me if I wanted to put in the effort, I was welcome to her.”

I scoff. “How kind of him.”

“Kind is not a word anyone would use to describe my father.”

Would he believe it’s a word I’d use to describe him? I wonder what he sees when he looks in the mirror. Does he see himself, or does he see what his dad wanted him to see? How has his life been colored by his dad’s emotional manipulations?

“When I started seeing Katherine,” he continues, “she seemed like the perfect girlfriend. I knew I was expected to get married at some stage, to follow in my father’s footsteps as the future CEO of the company. Dad had drummed it into all of us—that marriage should be for practical reasons, for producing heirs, for business advantage, for appearances. Anything else was a weakness.”

He pushes his hand through his hair, the skin around his eyes tightening.

“Even then, I wanted to prove him wrong. Some small, stubborn part of me hoped marriage could be more than what I’d seen in my parents’ relationship and others in our social circle. I let that hope blind me to the truth. After just a few months, I proposed. I told myself I was marrying Katherine because I wanted to, because I loved her. Because she loved me. I expected Dad to be furious when I told him—maybe I even wanted him to be. After all, I was defying everything he’d ever taught me. But instead, he laughed. Said he thought I’d have higher aspirations, but if I was truly in love, who was he to get in the way.”

A sick feeling squirms in my stomach, along with a flaring-hot hatred for his father.

“Things went downhill pretty quickly after the wedding. Katherine changed. She’d go on spending sprees with her friends, have expensive nights out on the town. The money wasn’t an issue. But I did have a problem with the way she switched from pretending she didn’t care about any of it to embracing every aspect of it. I had a problem with the way her personality and priorities changed almost overnight. As if she’d gotten what she wanted with my ring on her finger, and now she felt free to let her true self out.”

I press another soft kiss to his chest, and he strokes his hand over my hair.

“It caused tension between us.” A muscle pulses in his jaw. “If I brought it up, she’d complain about being lonely. She’d say I worked too much and wasn’t paying her enough attention, even though my work habits hadn’t changed after the wedding. When I made an effort to be home early, she’d tell me she was going out anyway. We argued, and with each passing week, the fighting got worse. One night she came home drunk, we argued, and she screamed at me, saying I was just like my dad.”

My fingers flex against his skin as my body tenses. I knew it was coming, but it doesn’t make it any easier to hear. He looks down at me, his expression shuttered. God, it must be agonizing, recounting this. I almost regret asking, but maybe it’s good for him to get it out.

“She realized straight away what she’d done and tried to backpedal, but it was too late. The next day I walked into Dad’s office and asked him for the truth. He laughed again. Said that of course he’d slept with her. That he’d started sleeping with her a few days after she started working for him and kept it up the whole time we were dating. It only stopped once I proposed to her. Probably because she didn’t want to risk getting caught once she had a ring on her finger.”

I shake my head. “I don’t understand what she was trying to achieve.”

“Apparently, not long before I noticed her for the first time, she’d asked him to leave Mom and marry her. He laughed it off—he had no interest in getting divorced. Why would he? His marriage already gave him everything he wanted. Katherine convinced herself he’d leave Mom for her, and when it became clear that wouldn’t happen, she focused on me. I guess she thought that by continuing to sleep with him, she was hedging her bets until our engagement was official.”

The simmering hatred inside me ignites. “Why wouldn’t your dad tell you that?”

His jaw works. “He said he let me go through with that farce of a marriage because I needed to learn a lesson. I needed to understand that sentimentality made me weak. That he’d taught me better. And if marrying Katherine was what it took to drive that lesson home, then he was all for it. He said I would thank him in the end. That it would make me a better businessman. A better man.”

Heart aching for him, I smooth my hand over his rigid muscles. “I’m so sorry he did that to you, Roman. You didn’t deserve it.”

He puts his big hand over mine, pressing it against him. “I walked out of his office and filed for divorce the next day. He may have taught me a lesson about relationships, but he also taught me to hate him. I swore to myself I would work my ass off and eventually take over the King Group. When I did, I’d prove that I was a better man than him. That I would take the company to greater heights than he was ever capable of.”

“How did Katherine react?”

He snorts. “Not well. She accused both Dad and me of taking advantage of her. She played the victim and swore she’d tell the world what I was really like—that Dad and I were cut from the same cloth. Except I made her settlement conditional on there being a gag order regarding our divorce.”

I scan his face, trying to read him. “Do you believe what your father said?”

Frowning, he dips his chin. “About what?”

“That sentimentality makes you weak.”

He swallows and looks away. “I think it can. If you let it compromise your commitment to your goals and priorities. But,” he says, his eyes focusing back on me. “I’ve seen my brothers give into it. It’s changed them, but it hasn’t made them weak.” He drifts his fingers down the side of my face. “I’ve seen you and your dad. It doesn’t make you weak.”

With warmth blooming in my chest, I smile, then push myself up and straddle him. His dick immediately stiffens beneath me.

“Sentimentality, compassion, love—those traits make us stronger, Roman. Fighting for the people and things you love takes real strength. Otherwise, you’re only fighting for yourself. It makes you an army of one. And sometimes, life is too much of a battle to fight on your own.”

He digs his fingers into the flesh at my hips. “Would you fight with me, Chloe?” The easy way he says the words doesn’t match the tension in his body or the intensity in his eyes.

My throat aches. I want to ask him to define what we’re doing. Talk about where it’s going. Will it ever be more than the two of us hiding from the light? But not now. Not when he’s just revealed such a personal and painful part of his life to me. So I keep my answer simple, hoping he hears the sincerity in it. “If you wanted me to.”

I barely have a chance to take a breath before he pulls me down, bringing my face to his for a searing kiss. It isn’t like any kiss we’ve shared before. It’s not filled with lust or even tenderness. It’s a desperate clash of his mouth on mine. Rough and demanding, his tongue sweeps past my lips before thrusting deep.

It feels like a claim.

I give into it—into him—completely, tilting my head to give him a better angle, to let him possess me.

His big hands mold my body to his, heat rolling off him, warming me to the bone. The world around us fades away until all I can hear is the pounding of my own heart and all I can feel is him, strong and sure against me.

Finally, we break apart, and he wraps me in his arms. I cling to him, basking in the sensation.

I’m not sure if this intensity of emotion, especially so early on, is normal. None of my previous relationships have made me feel this way. Is it the secrecy of it all making every touch, every kiss, feel like more? Or is it him? The contradiction of him. How stern and aloof he is on the outside, when inside, he’s caring and passionate and naturally protective.

“I’m getting addicted to how safe I feel with you.” The moment the words leave me, I freeze. I didn’t mean to say them out loud. It’s too early to admit such big emotions.

I attempt to pull away, not sure how he might take it, but he holds me to him. “I want you to feel safe. Safe enough to take any risk you want.”

I wet my lips. “A risk like you?”

A shadow flickers across his face. “Yes, like me. But Chloe, I don’t want to be a risk you regret taking. If being with me stops making you feel safe, promise me you’ll put yourself first. I want to know you’ll do what’s best for you.”

Instead of answering, I press my mouth to his again. He may be a risk to me, but I’m a risk to him as well. And with each passing day, I feel like not taking a chance on whatever this is might be the biggest risk of all.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


CHLOE


“We’re seeing a reversal of the inflammation, so I’d say the new treatment is working,” Dr. Clarke says, looking at us over the top of his glasses.

With a wide smile, Dad lifts his hands and spreads his fingers. The move is easier than it’s been in a long time, and his knuckles are less swollen.

“I’ll be able to hold a paintbrush again soon.”

The doctor nods. “Take it slow at first. Go too hard, and the inflammation will flare up again.”

My face hurts from all the smiling I’ve done since we arrived. “I’ll make sure he eases into it.”

Dr. Clarke nods. “You’re a good daughter, Chloe.” He looks back down at his notes. “We’ll have you come back in about six months for another infusion, but we’ll continue with our regular checkups until then to monitor your progress. If the improvements continue, we’ll stick with twice-yearly maintenance infusions.” He looks at us both. “Does that sound good?”

After agreeing, I help Dad out of his seat, which takes less effort that it used to now that he can move a little easier by himself. We meet Carol outside. She insisted on driving us, even though it’s a Saturday. We’ve all gotten into a bit of a routine, and more often than not, Carol stays late at least once during the week and overnight on Saturdays.

I feel guilty imposing on her so much, but she assures me constantly that she’s happy to do it. On Sundays when I get home from Roman’s place, she and I often have a coffee and chat. I get the feeling she’s lonely without her daughters around, and I like talking to her. We’re developing the kind of relationship I imagine I would have had with my mother if she’d stuck around.

On the way back home, Dad’s excitement about the possibility of painting again soon is infectious.

“So should we head to the art shop next week?” Carol asks.

“Maybe don’t go overboard with stocking up on paint and canvases just yet,” I say. “Perhaps you can start with some rough sketches, Dad?”

He nods thoughtfully. “Those thick charcoals would probably be a little easier to grip.”

“Why don’t we pick up some supplies on Monday, then?” Carol asks. “And we could go see that new movie you were talking about afterward if you’re not too sore.”

“That sounds good,” he says, his voice gruff. “I’ll buy the popcorn.”

I roll my lips together at the sight of him. His cheeks have gone pink. Anyone would think he’s just been asked out on a date.

But tonight, I’m the one going out. Though not on a date. Tonight I’m headed to the King Group’s annual charity gala, and I’m both nervous and excited. I’ve never attended an event like this, and I can’t help but worry that I won’t be able to hide my feelings for Roman. It’s hard to keep my eyes off him at the best of times, let alone when he’ll be wearing a tuxedo and looking beyond gorgeous.

Sophie and I are riding in together, which eases my nerves a little. I wish I could tell her the truth about Roman and me. But as close as she and I have become, I can’t betray his trust by spilling our secret to someone who works for the King Group.

When we get back home, I start the process of readying myself for tonight. It may be a little early, but I want to take my time, and that starts with a long shower, intensive de-fluffing, and a shampoo and blow out.

Then I apply my makeup, going with smoky eyeshadow and a soft blush-toned lipstick.

Only then do I go to my closet and pull out the box Roman presented me with the weekend after I told him I’d RSVP’d to the gala. He wouldn’t tell me where he’d gotten it from, or how he knew my exact size. He just gave me a slow, sexy smile and told me that I didn’t have to wear it if I didn’t want to, but he was already imagining stripping it off me.

Naturally, I assured him that I very much wanted to wear it.

Like the first time I opened the box, I lose my breath when I remove the lid and hold the dress up.

The silky material spills down to the floor in a sweep of deep emerald. The long slit that runs up the side of the A-line skirt cuts all the way up to the middle of my thigh.

I carefully step into it and slip my arms through the delicate straps that cross over my lower back, leaving it mostly exposed. Because of that, I’m not wearing a bra, but luckily the front has enough structure to allow it.

I slide on the strappy silver heels that were tucked into the box as well, then stand in front of the mirror, taking myself in.

I’ve never worn anything so beautiful.

I can’t help but wonder what Roman will think when he sees me. If he really will spend all night imagining getting me out of it.

Anticipation has my pulse quickening and heat licking through my veins.

I take a steadying breath and check my watch. With one last look at myself, I grab my clutch and go out to wait for Sophie.

In the living room, Carol fawns over me, and my dad’s eyes gloss over a little. Since I’m going to wait for Sophie outside, I bend to give him a kiss on the cheek, then give Carol a quick hug.

“Have fun tonight,” she whispers, giving me a wink. “We’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

I can’t help but smile. They know I’m staying at my boyfriend’s place after the gala tonight. They just don’t know my boyfriend is the one hosting it. Over the course of the last few weeks, I’ve left a few changes of clothes and toiletries at Roman’s apartment, so there’s no need to pack a bag.

I’ve only been waiting out front for a minute when a dark car pulls up and the back window lowers, revealing Sophie, who waves excitedly. “You look stunning,” she says as I slip in beside her. “When you said you didn’t need to buy a dress, I didn’t realize it was because you already owned something like this. Who’s your secret sugar daddy and does he have a brother?”

She laughs at her own joke, and I do my best to join in, even as guilt swirls in my stomach. What will she think when she finds out? What will Roman’s brothers think? The other employees of the King Group? That I’m a gold digger? That I’m like Katherine, just out to get a ring from any rich man who offers?

My heart sinks. I haven’t put any thought into that issue until now. I’ve been too busy worrying about the risk to my job and what it could mean for Dad and me to think about the personal implications.

I let out a slow breath. I don’t want to dwell on that tonight. Not when I’m about to have a fun night out with my friend.

“Your dress is gorgeous too,” I tell Sophie. “The red looks incredible on you.”

“Oh, this old thing?” She grins as she smooths her hands over the silk chiffon. “I found it on sale a while ago, and I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to wear it.”

The driver heads toward the King International Hotel where the gala is being held, navigating through traffic with ease. To distract myself from my nerves, I ask Sophie to tell me more about what to expect tonight.

She fills me in on her experience at previous galas, and before I know it, we’ve pulled up outside the hotel where a red carpet has been rolled out and people are milling around, holding cameras. I frown in confusion as I take them in. From what I can tell, they’re not taking photographs of the people walking inside.

“The real VIPs won’t come until later,” Sophie says, as if she can read my mind. “The photographers are just getting into position, but they’re not really interested in little old you and me.”

“Makes sense.”

That means Roman won’t be here yet. Knowing that eases the butterflies. I can check the place out, get comfortable, and maybe have a glass of champagne before he and his family arrive.

It doesn’t take long to make our way inside. From the top of the stairs, I have the perfect view of the hotel’s grand ballroom, which is aglow with chandeliers reflecting warmly off all the crystal and marble.

I hold my dress up carefully as we descend, not wanting to punctuate my grand entrance by tumbling down the stairs.

Once we’ve made it safely to the ballroom floor, Sophie leads me straight to the bar, and we both order champagne. Then we stand back and I take a good look around.

This year’s gala aims to raise funds for urban renewal projects that focus on revitalizing underdeveloped neighborhoods and supporting local arts and education programs within the city.

One end of the huge room is filled with tables, all with delicately sculpted metal centerpieces made to look like urban buildings, with plants and flowers spilling out from the rooftops—a nod to the green roofs that the King Group now incorporates in many of its developments.

At the other end of the room, a wall has been set up to display digital art installations, many of which feature images of urban landscapes and some of the King Group’s projects morphing from blueprints to finished buildings.

Sophie and I wander to the auction table first and survey the items that guests will bid on later. Many, many of them are eye-wateringly expensive: a private island getaway in the Maldives, an all-inclusive expedition to Antarctica aboard a luxury vessel, a private dinner cooked by a celebrity chef, and a zero-gravity flight experience. There’s even a day at a racetrack, complete with time behind the wheel of the world’s fastest supercars. I can’t even imagine how much these kinds of experiences will go for.

Then there’s the memorabilia. Signed items from celebrities, including an electric guitar signed by Tex McLain, famed lead guitarist of the band Fractured, and a script signed by A-list actor Declan Monroe.

My favorite items are the original artworks—paintings and sculptures by both renowned and emerging artists from across the city. It’s impossible not to picture one of Dad’s paintings hanging here, fitting in beautifully with the others.

Maybe one day.

While we’ve been browsing, the room has been slowly filling. The crowd is a mix of King Group executives, celebrities, politicians, and well-known philanthropists. Scattered among them are several other King Group employees. Samson, Cole’s assistant, is here with his girlfriend. We stop and chat with them for a while. A few more people I recognize from around the building join us, and soon, a little group of us has formed near where the trays of finger food are being brought out.

Despite the lively conversation around me, I’m on high alert, waiting for my first glimpse of Roman.

I sense him before seeing him. Maybe awareness of his arrival has been transmitted through the crowd—he is the CEO of tonight’s hosting organization after all—or maybe my body has somehow attuned itself to his. Either way, when I steal a glimpse over my shoulder, his wolf-gray eyes are fixed on me.

Even from across the room, the intensity of his stare draws me in, as if for the briefest of moments, the people around us cease to exist.

Then his brothers join him and guests approach, hands stretched out to shake theirs. When our connection is broken, I turn back around, hoping no one caught me staring at my boss like a lovesick teenager.

No such luck. Sophie bumps me with her elbow and waggles her brows as she mouths exploding panties. A laugh escapes before I can stop it. It’s true. And the vision of Roman in a tuxedo is burned into my brain. Black jacket stretching across wide shoulders, making him look even taller and broader than usual. Crisp white shirt molding to his chiseled chest. Black bow tie perfectly affixed around the base of his throat.

It’s almost hard to believe that I’m going home with him tonight. Until then, I have to focus on not staring at him and panting.

It’s more challenging than it should be.

The two of us spend the next forty-five minutes circling each other. Every few minutes, our eyes meet. No matter who we’re talking to, our gazes are pulled together like magnets.

Every time it happens, we have to turn away as if there’s nothing between us.

It burns more than I expected it to.

“Chloe?”

I turn away from the digital art display I’m studying and find Tate’s fiancée, Violet, standing close, along with a beautiful dark-haired woman I haven’t met.

“Oh, hi!” I greet her. “It’s so lovely to see you again.”

“You too.” With a warm smile, she loops her arm through the other woman’s. “This is Delilah. She’s an architect who’s done some incredible work for the King Group. Oh, and she’s also Cole’s wife.”

She says it as if Delilah’s status in relation to the King Group’s COO is an afterthought.

Delilah laughs good-naturedly in response, as if this isn’t the first time Violet’s introduced her this way.

A sense of ease settles over me. These women may be the partners of two of the most powerful men in the city, but they’re so down-to-earth, I immediately feel comfortable. “Congratulations on your baby. She’s adorable.”

Her lips curve up, green eyes shining. “Thank you. She’s a sweetheart, but she likes to make her opinions known, even at this age.”

“That sounds like a trait that will do her a lot of good when she’s older.”

She nods. “Absolutely. I just wish her current opinions didn’t include that diaper changes require maximum wriggling and screaming, or that naps are optional.”

Sophie bounces up at that moment to join us. She hands me another glass of champagne, then hugs Violet and Delilah. “You both look gorgeous. Not that I would expect anything less.”

“Are you having a good night?” Delilah asks me. Maybe I’m paranoid, but it feels as if she’s studying me a little too intently.

“It’s been wonderful so far. I’m looking forward to the rest of it.”

“Your dress is beautiful,” she says.

“Thank you.” I sweep my hands self-consciously down my skirt, as if she might be able to tell just from looking at it that her brother-in-law bought it for me.

Just then, a rush of tingles up my back causes me to inhale sharply.

Roman.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


ROMAN


“Delilah, Violet, Sophie.” I acknowledge the three other women. “Chloe.” My voice deepens when I say her name—an involuntary reaction. It’s killed me to stay away from her this long.

When I noticed Delilah and Violet talking to her, I figured it was all the excuse I needed to come over and say hello.

She turns and looks up at me, a professional smile on her lips, even as her pulse flutters too fast at the base of her throat. “Good evening, Roman.”

She’s wearing the dress I bought for her. I can’t help but drink her in, admiring the way the emerald color contrasts against her creamy skin and blond hair, while bringing out the green in her ocean eyes.

For a heartbeat too long, I linger on the slit that reveals a hint of her thigh. I’m already aware it shows a lot more than a hint when she walks. It’s stolen my focus on more than one occasion tonight. Watching her move around the room has been driving me crazy.

It’s been driving me even more crazy watching the men around her following her with their gazes too.

I force myself to look away before I make anyone suspicious. Particularly my current and future sisters-in-law who are far too observant for my peace of mind.

“I was just telling Chloe how beautiful her dress is,” Delilah says.

I keep my expression impassive. “It’s very lovely. In fact, all four of you look beautiful tonight.”

“Have you been taking charm lessons from Tate?” Violet asks, narrowing her eyes in faux suspicion. “Because that was smooth.”

My lips quirk. “Believe it or not, I am capable of being charming on the odd occasion.”

Beside me, Chloe makes an almost inaudible noise in the back of her throat, which I take as a sign of agreement. It makes me want to smile. It makes me want to pull her close and kiss her.

It makes me want more than I know what to do with.

And I can’t do any of it. Not yet anyway.

“Roman!”

At the sound of my name, I turn away from the temptation Chloe represents.

Sean Prescott is striding toward me, wearing a grin. I shake his hand, then introduce him to the group of women.

“Of course, I remember your lovely assistant,” he says when his eyes land on Chloe.

His words are polite, but they make me bristle, nonetheless.

“Mr. Prescott, it’s nice to see you again.” She smiles easily.

It’s the same smile she gave me. The pretty but polite one, not the one I’ve come to crave. It grates on me, that here, in public, I’m relegated to the same status as this man.

“Have you just arrived?” I ask. “Let’s get you a drink. If you’ll excuse us, ladies.”

I catch Chloe’s gaze as I steer Sean away from them. The vulnerability swimming there pierces my ribs with sharp claws. This pretense isn’t easy, for either of us, even if it’s necessary. Guilt weighs heavily on me. She’s in this situation because of my life—because of my family, the company, and the endless pressure and expectations tied to it all.

After Sean and I grab a whiskey and discuss our current project, along with others that might be in the pipeline, I move on, doing the rounds, still keeping an eye on the woman who takes up far too much space in my mind. Dinner will be served soon, and, unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a good reason to sit my assistant at the family table.

I let out a harsh breath. I only have to make it through a few more hours before she’s all mine for the night. The tension pulling at the back of my neck has only just begun to ease when I catch sight of David. He’s approaching her and Sophie with a too-broad grin on his face. Fuck.

Chloe smiles up at him, the look a genuine one, not the professional one she gave me.

Possessiveness rips through me.

It’s not rational. She’s not flirting with him, even if he’s obviously flirting with her. It’s not David’s fault, since he doesn’t know she’s mine.

Yet all rational thought has gone out the window when it comes to Chloe.

I turn away from the crowd and slide my phone from my pocket.

I need to discuss something with you immediately. Go down the hallway to the restrooms, but take a left before you get there. Wait for me around the corner.




A moment after I hit send, she reaches into her clutch, still talking to David, and pulls out her phone. She glances down at the device, and a moment later, her head snaps up and her eyes lock with mine.

When I tilt my chin, she bites her lip, then slips her phone back into her bag. She smiles sweetly at Sophie and David, chats for only a second longer, then moves into the crowd.

I give it three minutes, then I follow her.

When I round the corner and see her waiting for me, I don’t hesitate. The alcove where the elevators are located is out of sight from any of the public areas, so without hesitation, I cage her against the wall and crush my mouth to hers.

Her lips part on a gasp, and I take the opportunity to stroke my tongue into her mouth. I demand her submission, and she gives it to me willingly, kissing me back as if it’s the only thing that’s been on her mind all night.

Hard and aching, I press myself against her soft stomach. Fuck. I need so much more from her than this.

I break the kiss and punch the up button on the elevator. The moment it opens, I pull her in.

“Where are we going?” she asks, her mouth swollen and her voice breathy.

“Somewhere we can be alone.”

Two floors up, I tug her out behind me, and when I find the door I’m looking for, I throw it open and lead her inside.

The room is dark, but against the far wall is a long window that looks over the ballroom below. This is one of the smaller meeting spaces used during conferences to provide a private area for side-meetings.

Hand still clasped around hers, I lead her toward the window. It’s not one-way glass, but it’s smoked out, making it difficult for the people below to see who’s in here—or what they might be doing.

We can’t be gone for long, so without hesitation, I shove my hand through the slit in her dress, my fingers instantly finding the scrap of lace covering her.

With her pressed against the window, I nip the lobe of her ear. “I can’t not touch you. Not tonight. Not when other men get to smile at you and touch you and tell you how fucking beautiful you look.”

“Roman.” My name is a ragged whisper.

“Don’t make a noise,” I say as I slide two fingers deep inside her.

I pump them into her, over and over, relishing the way her wetness soaks my skin as she tightens around me.

“I want you,” she pleads. “I need you inside me,”

Eyes squeezed shut, I grit my teeth. “I don’t have a condom.”

“I’m on birth control, and I’ve always used condoms before,” she says.

The implication makes me almost lose my mind. “What are you asking?”

“I want you to come inside me.”

I still, then pull back, a feral need I’ve never experienced before consuming me. “You’ll be the first.” My voice comes out low and rough.

“You’ve never… Even with⁠—”

“Never.” I cut her off. Fuck, the last thing I want is to hear Katherine’s name from her lips.

Our breaths are heavy in the dark room while below us, hundreds of people mingle, oblivious of the two of us.

With my thumb, I tenderly trace the soft skin of her cheekbone, the gentle action at odds with the hunger pounding through me. “I’m going to fuck you,” I tell her. “But I’m not going to come inside you here. The first time I fill you with my cum won’t be a rushed screw in a dark room.”

“Then what⁠—”

“Turn around. Keep your eyes on the party. See the people down there? They have no idea we’re up here. No idea your boss is going to make you come on his cock.” The words sound so fucking wrong and so fucking right at the same time. Like everything when it comes to Chloe.

Shivering, she turns and braces her hands on the windowsill.

I reach around and find the slit of her dress again. This time when I slide my hand under it, I gather the material up and push it out of my way, revealing the globes of her ass, a strip of black lace between her cheeks.

With my other hand, I undo my pants, shoving them down and pulling myself out. I glide my fingers over her hip and dip them beneath the waistband of her panties again, gathering up her wetness and using it to lube myself up.

Pulling the strip of material between her legs to the side, I step up closer and press the head of my cock to her hot, wet flesh. 

She whimpers in response. That sound and the intensity of the sensation cause my heart to pound as if it’s going to beat its way out of my chest. 

“Hold still,” I order, and when she does, I give one sharp thrust, sinking into her. “Fuck.” She’s so damn hot and wet and silky. I’ve never felt anything as incredible as Chloe’s bare flesh around mine.

Any control I’ve been clinging to evaporates. Releasing her panties, I drive into her again and again, harder, faster, one hand splayed over her abdomen to steady my movements, the other massaging her clit.

Her arousal drips down my hand and cock. “You’re always so fucking wet for me. Have you been needing this?”

“Yes,” she moans, head dropping between her shoulders.

I move even faster, pounding into her, my fingers still sliding over her swollen bud. She’s tightening, already close.

When she groans and clamps down, her perfect cunt pulsing hard around me, I grit my teeth, holding on with everything I have.

My balls draw up, pleasure tightening around my spine, but I hold on. The minute she sags against the window, I pull my soaked dick out of her and slide it between her panties and her pussy.

With her name on my lips, low and guttural, I let go. Hard jets of cum burst out of me as I thrust against her slick flesh, the head of my cock rubbing over her clit, coating it, coating her panties.

“Oh my God.” Her body stiffens, her hands splaying flat on the glass. “I’m c-coming again.”

“That’s it, sweetheart,” I growl, as warm fluid floods over my shaft. “Soak us both.”

Finally, my dick stops throbbing and her trembling subsides. I can fucking breathe again.

I pull away from her but press my hand to her lower back to keep her still. I need a minute to study my handiwork.

“Fucking beautiful,” I murmur. Her pretty pink cunt is swollen and coated in a mixture of us, and her inner thighs are damp. The black lace of her panties is marred with white streaks, sending primitive satisfaction crashing over me.

I’ve marked her. Again. Branded her with my cum. And she looks fucking incredible.

Gently, I pull her thong back into place and cup the soaked lace now covering her pussy.

I turn her to face me, my breathing as heavy as hers. “You’re going to spend the rest of the night covered in me—in us. Every time you smile at a man who isn’t me, every time any asshole down there”—I jab a finger at the crowded room below us—“flirts with you, I want you to remember whose cum is dripping down your legs.” I lean in, relishing the almost drunk look in her eyes. “And when I get you home, I’m going to fill you up.” I brush my thumb gently over her cheek once more. “Okay?”

“It’s not going to feel very nice.” Lip caught between her teeth, she looks up at me through her lashes.

There’s no stopping the dark smirk that curls my mouth. I can’t even bring myself to feel bad. It may be a little uncomfortable, but with every movement, she’ll think of me.

I skim my mouth overs hers. “I promise I’ll make it up to you when we get home.”

She wets her lips. “Okay.”

I nod at the door. “You leave first.”

With one last long look at me, she turns and slips out of the room. I brace my hands against the windowsill and watch the crowd below, waiting for the moment I see her step back into the ballroom.

We were only gone twenty minutes, but it was twenty minutes too long. Twenty minutes where people could have questioned my disappearance. Questioned hers too.

I drop my head and let out a harsh breath.

At this point, there aren’t any more lines I can cross.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


CHLOE


“Ithink I’m going to head out,” I tell Sophie.

I’ve done my best to keep my contact with Roman casual for the last two hours, afraid that the desire hanging thick in the air around us would be impossible to miss. My skin still tingles, the dampness of my panties making it impossible to forget what he did and what he promised to do later.

All night, he’s mingled, networking like the professional he is, despite how little he enjoys this kind of thing. People eddy around him, vying for his attention, wanting a moment of his time.

I do too, but in a completely different way.

Each time he interacts with his family, my chest aches. The sight of him standing there next to his brothers and their partners only highlights how alone he is. Even his mom brought a date, I think. The dark-haired man with a smile wreathing his face hasn’t left her side all night.

I wish I could stand next to him, soak in his warmth, stretch up and press a kiss to his lips. But I can’t. And while I more than understand the reasons, it’s only now setting in the difficulty we’ll face as we continue to hide this.

For me, at least.

Dinner wrapped up an hour ago. After, the items from the charity auction went for jaw-dropping amounts. I’d be slightly scandalized if the money raised wasn’t going to a good cause.

Since then, Sophie and I have been dancing. I’d almost forgotten how fun it is to let go and enjoy myself. Knowing Dad’s being cared for at home means I can focus on the here and now.

As the evening has gone on, though, my mind has firmly set itself on… other things.

Sophie fans her flushed face. “Are you sure? There’ll be at least another hour of dancing and free alcohol to indulge in.”

I laugh. “It’s tempting, but I don’t think my feet can take much more. And if I have one more champagne, I’ll officially move past tipsy. I don’t think getting drunk at a work event is a good idea.”

With a wicked smile, she grasps my wrist and leans in. Her eyes are bright, if a little glassy, like she’s also one champagne away from passing the point of no return. “Are you going to tell me who you’re meeting up with when you leave?”

My stomach twinges. “What makes you think I’m meeting up with anyone?”

With a tug of my arm, she pulls me out of the way of the other dancers, leading me to a quiet spot near the bar.

“You made it clear that you wouldn’t be riding home with me, and the only reason for you to be so adamant about that is if you’re not going straight home.” She waggles her brows. “So am I right? Are you seeing someone? And if you are, why haven’t you given me all the details?”

I shift on my feet. “It’s very new, and… I’m not sure it’s going anywhere yet. I don’t want to jinx it.” It’s the same thing I’ve been telling Dad and Carol whenever they ask about my new boyfriend.

Brow arched, she assesses me as if she’s dissecting my every word. Am I being completely obvious? Can she tell what I’m hiding? Nerves send my pulse skyrocketing and nausea roils in my belly. I hate lying to her. Even though what I told her is technically true.

Her lips turn down in a pout, but she relents. “I get it. But I want to hear all about this mystery man as soon as you’re ready to talk about him.”

I nod. “Are you going to be okay getting home?”

She holds up the clutch housing her phone. “My Uber is already booked.” Then she gives me a hug, turns me by my shoulders, and points me at the exit. “Now go show your man how gorgeous you look.”

With a squeeze to my arms, she spins and saunters back onto the dance floor.

I’m smiling as I cross the ballroom, so thankful to have such an incredible new friend in my life.

As I approach the doors that lead out into the hotel, I pull my cell out of my clutch and, as agreed, message Roman.

I’m leaving now. I’ll see you back at your place.




I won’t be far behind you. When I get there, I want you on my bed in nothing but your panties.




An almost violent shiver races through me, and I feel that familiar clench low in my belly. I scan the room for him, spotting him standing with two beautiful women.

One of them puts her hand on his arm, causing my steps to falter for a moment. Roman smiles politely at her, then turns away, forcing her hand to drop. My heart is sinking back into my chest when my phone beeps.

Go home, sweetheart. I can’t think of anything but filling you up.




I’ll be waiting.




His eyes find mine in a flash of gray, the intensity of the look enough to cut through the space between us.

I pick up my pace, desperate to get home and strip down for him.

I arrange for an Uber of my own, and within minutes I’m in a car heading to his penthouse. Slumped back against the seat, I close my eyes and will my racing heart to steady. My skin is hot and tight, and my body is achy with need. Desire for what’s to come burns low in my belly.

By the time I step into Roman’s apartment, I’m having to fight the urge to sprint to his room, shedding my shoes and clothes along the way.

Though it takes a lot of willpower, I manage to walk through the apartment with measured calm, slip out of my beautiful dress, and drape it neatly over the back of a chair. I pad to his big bed and lie down, my heart drumming an excited beat while anticipation curls low in my stomach.

Fifteen minutes later, the elevator dings, then the deliberate pace of shoes across the wooden floor reaches me.

Just the sound of his approach has my nipples tightening and my breaths coming faster. I turn my head, eager for the first sight of him.

I’m not prepared when he appears in the doorway, so tall and dark and forbidding.

He’s already shed his jacket, and his lips are curled in a wolfish smile while he takes me in. My core clenches in response. 

As he stalks toward me, he tugs at his bow tie until it hangs loose around his throat. When he reaches the end of the bed, he stops and stares down at me.

“Look at you,” he murmurs.

Goose bumps erupt over my skin at his slow perusal. 

He drags the tie from his neck and drops it to the ground. “Spread your legs.”

Pulse racing, I obey, bringing my knees up before letting them drop to the side.

Though his movements are leisurely as he works at the buttons of his shirt, the look in his eye and the tic in his jaw are anything but.

“I couldn’t keep my eyes off you.” He shrugs his shirt off his shoulders. “All night, I counted down the minutes until I could get you here, in my bed.”

“I had fun.” My voice wavers with need.

He hits me with a wicked smirk. “I know. I watched you have fun all night. Now it’s my turn. Slide your hand into your panties and show me how wet you are.”

I tease the edge of my panties with my fingers, and when his eyes flare in response, heat pools in my belly. 

“Keep going.”

Slowly, I slip my hand underneath the delicate material and into my slick heat. As I graze my clit, my lashes flutter of their own accord. As much as I want to linger there, I keep going, gathering my arousal then holding my fingers up so he can see how they glisten.

He groans, the sound vibrating over my skin. “You always make such a pretty mess for me.” 

Without bothering to take off his pants, he drops to his knees on the mattress between my legs and grips my wrist.

“Don’t want this to go to waste.”

Instead of sliding my wet fingers into his mouth like I expect, he directs them to my chest and drags them over my nipple, teasing it to a hard point as he paints it with my arousal.

Then his lips are there, engulfing the tight peak and sucking. The sensation sends a bolt of electricity straight to my clit, pulling a gasp from me and causing my back to arch off the bed.

“You taste so fucking good, sweetheart.”

“Roman,” I moan, clutching at his hair.

He moves over me then, kissing me, sharing my taste and his. His tongue thrusts deep, stealing my breath and my mind. 

With shaky hands, I fumble with his belt buckle, desperate to touch him.

He pulls away before I can unfasten it and stands. With far more ease, he works it open and pulls it free. Next comes the zipper. Then his pants slip down his hips. When he’s in nothing but a pair of tight black boxer briefs, he climbs back onto the bed and shoves his hand into my panties, sliding one finger into me.

“You’re still soaking. Have you been thinking about this all night?”

My entire body is on fire. “You know I have.”

As he slips a second finger inside me, he lowers his head and teases my nipples again, sucking and licking until they’re diamond-hard points.

He pumps into me while pressing his thumb against my clit. Before I know it, I’m bucking my hips as waves of pleasure crash over me.

I’m still coming back to earth when he wraps my thong around his fist and snaps the fabric. “Now show me how wide you can spread for me.”

I let my knees fall open again, reveling in his responding growl. Focus fixed on my center, he lowers himself, using his shoulders to force my legs wider. The first swipe of his tongue drags a whimper out of me. I’m so damn sensitive, and the thrusts of his tongue into me, followed by long licks from my entrance to my clit, push me dangerously close to another orgasm.

Head still buried between my thighs, he finds one nipple, pinching and tugging as he laps at me. “Come for me one more time, sweetheart. Then I’ll fill this gorgeous cunt with my cum.”

I bury my hands in his hair and pull. “I want that. I want to feel you. All of you.”

He slides two fingers back into me, pumping and curling them, and instantly, I tighten around him.

Raising his head, his eyes burn into me. “That’s it. Ride my hand. Make yourself come.”

I buck up into him, the pleasure building fast. When he sucks on my clit and flicks his tongue over it, an orgasm drags me under again. I’m still spasming when he presses the broad head of his cock against me and forces his way in through the pulses.

I cry out, the sensation too raw and powerful. 

“You take me so fucking well, Chloe. But I have more for you. Now relax and open for me.”

“I’m trying,” I gasp. 

He grips my ankles and holds my legs up and out, using them to tilt my hips as he pulls out and slams back in two more times.

When he finally bottoms out, we both groan. The pressure inside me and pressed against my center is overwhelming. Neither of us moves for a moment, and ridiculously, I find myself near tears.

I blink them away, not wanting to ruin this moment. 

I should know better than to think I can hide anything from him. The skin around his eyes tightens. “Did I hurt you?”

I shake my head a little wildly, scared he might pull out and leave me empty. “It feels so good. You feel so good inside me.”

Expression relaxing, he rocks into me, his strokes languid. “Your beautiful little cunt is so hot and wet. I don’t want this to end.”

At this angle, with him still holding my ankles, he hits deeper than ever before. Every stroke sends sparks crackling along my nerve endings. 

But I need more. I love when he loses control, and that’s what I want now. “Please,” I beg. “I can’t take it. Make me come, Roman. Fill me up.”

He pulls almost all the way out, his eyes going dark and stormy, then drives back in. Again and again, he powers into me. All I can do is hang on and savor the sensations rushing through me.

Every thrust, every time he forces my body to yield to his, every harsh grunt builds me higher. Sweat slicks his skin and mine and I’m trembling under his onslaught.

“You’re getting so fucking tight.” Every muscle in his neck and shoulders are pulled taut. “Your pussy’s clamping down around me, trying to suck the cum out of me.”

I bow my back, lifting my hips as best I can to meet his thrusts.

“You want to come on my cock?”

“Y-yes.” The single word is almost a sob.

He angles my legs wider, focusing on where I’m stretched around him. 

“Your needy little clit is all swollen. Touch it and make yourself come.”

With a mind of its own, my hand flies to between my thighs, but I skirt that sensitive bundle of nerves and go straight to where we’re joined. Circling his girth with my fingers, I squeeze, reveling in his almost pained expression.

“You’re playing with fire, sweetheart,” he grits out.

The threat just drives the flames higher. I turn my focus to my clit, swirling over it, and instantly, sparks of pleasure ignite, spiraling out from my core. It only takes a few tight little circles before the orgasm tears through me and I cry out, my spine pulling into a taut bow as all my muscles seize.

Roman throws back his head, letting go of my ankles and gripping my hips, his fingers digging into me as he bottoms out. His release throbs deep within me, every spurt, hot and thick, coating my insides. The thrill of it makes me spasm again, and with a curse, he pulls out only to slam back into me.

When the last quake of my orgasm rocks through me, he loosens his hold, but he doesn’t let me go, and he doesn’t pull out.

Instead, he grinds into me, against my ultra-sensitive clit, making me squirm beneath him.

“I’m still fucking hard.” He gives a shallow thrust to prove it. “This is what you do to me.” He thrusts again.

Tremors radiate from low in my belly, spreading out along my limbs. 

“You were made for me to fuck, weren’t you?” His voice is low and deep and dirty. But a thread of something more weaves through it. A deeper meaning that tugs at my chest and makes me want to hold him close and never let go.

He presses down on me, his mouth finding mine, all the while moving inside me. It’s hot and hard and desperate and full of need at the same time.

“Roman…” It’s barely a whisper against his lips.

He cradles my head, his gray eyes holding me hostage. 

It’s too intense—how he’s watching me, the expression on his face. He looks at me as if I’m precious, his body moving over me the way I imagined for so many months, his cum leaking out of me even as he continues to rock into me.

His next thrust is more powerful. “Do you know all the things I want to do to you?”

I shake my head. The move makes me dizzy. The pleasure coiling deep inside me disorienting.

“I want to tie you to my bed and lick your sweet pussy until you beg me to stop. I want to fuck your mouth until tears run down your face. I want to feel you come with my cock buried deep in your ass. I’m fucking desperate for everything. And imagining all the things I can do to you makes me so damn hard.”

He picks up speed again, fucking me harder and harder, until I’m almost delirious and sobbing for relief.

“I just filled you up and I’m going to do it again. That’s how much you affect me.”

The tension in my core coils tighter. I’m close too. His words, his body, him, it all pushes me to the edge.

He stops abruptly, and I cry out in protest.

His eyes glitter dangerously. “I bought something.” Without pulling out, he reaches across the bed and yanks the drawer of his bedside table open.

I shiver when I see it. It’s one of those suction vibrators. God, I don’t know how I’ll survive what he’s planning.

“Hands above your head,” he demands.

I comply immediately, desperate for every sensation he can give me.

“Good girl.” He swipes his thumb around where he still fills me and smears a combination of his cum and my arousal over my clit.

I jerk, and he chuckles darkly in response, turning on the toy and placing it lightly over the already over-stimulated bundle of nerves.

“Oh my god.” I fist my hands into the bed covers above my head to keep from grasping his forearms and digging my nails into his flesh.

His eyes turn stormy, and his throat works with a hard swallow. “I fantasize about fucking you all the damn time. I want you full of my cum every hour of the day. But I can’t have that, so every time I get to fill you up, I’m going to make sure we both feel it for days.”

With that, he turns the toy up higher, and with a flex of his hips, he spears back into me. 

“Do you have any idea how beautiful you look like this? Your body under mine, your cunt swollen and dripping.” He runs the tips of his fingers over the curve of my hip. “You already have a full load of me, but you need more, don’t you?”

“Yes, god yes.” The toy is unnecessary. His words alone are enough to send me hurtling toward yet another release.

“Then fucking take it.” He slams all the way in, pressing so hard against the end of my channel I’m awash with both pain and pleasure. At the same time, he dials the toy up another level, and I shatter.

The resulting orgasm is like an electric shock to my system. I can’t breathe, and sparks dance behind my eyes as my body spasms. My internal muscles clamp down on him so hard I’d worry about hurting him, except the feral groan he lets out is all pleasure.

He swells inside me, then comes again. Each throb of his cock presses against my sensitive flesh, driving me higher, dragging out my climax. Our bodies work in sync, my channel milking his shaft, claiming every drop of him.

I’ve never experienced anything like it. And by the way he crashes his mouth to mine in a violent claiming, my name a desperate vibration against my lips, I don’t think he has either.

I can’t stop shaking, and as he throws the toy to the mattress and sinks his fingers into my hair, holding my head still for his possession, I swear he trembles too.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmurs between heated kisses. “Everything, Chloe. Everything about you. You’re even more beautiful when you have two loads of my cum dripping out of you.”

My heart thrashes against my ribs. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. How can he be so dirty and so tender at the same time?

What we have is incredible. All but the secretive nature of it. As good as we are together, to the rest of the world, there is no us. 

A pinprick of uncertainty pierces through the haze of warmth filling me, but I ignore it.

Here, now, Roman belongs to me.

I press against him, and when he pulls back, I twist from under him and roll so that I’m sitting on top. 

He gazes up at me, eyes half-lidded, mouth curved in a smile I’ve only ever seen him give me. 

I trail my fingertip over his sternum. “My turn.”

[image: ]


“I think I’m dehydrated.” I fan myself as I lie flat on my back. My heartbeat is only just returning to normal after my last orgasm.

“There are bottles of water in the fridge,” he says, splayed out beside me. “I’ll get us some.”

He tenses, like he’s going to get up, but I put a hand on his abdomen to stop him. “I’ll get them.”

I climb out of the bed, and, still feeling a little self-conscious about waltzing through his apartment completely naked, look for something to cover myself up with.

“Here.” He leans over the side of the bed and tosses his discarded shirt to me. “Put that on.”

With a grateful smile, I slip my arms into the sleeves and do up a couple of the middle buttons.

“You look good in my clothes.” His voice is gravelly.

I turn toward him, and find he’s rolled over. He’s lying on his stomach now, chin pressed to his bicep and the sheet barely draped over his ass so that the long, lean line of his back is exposed. The way he’s looking at me, his eyes dark and possessive, kicks my heart into overdrive.

A faint smile plays on his lips. “What?”

It isn’t until he speaks again that I realize I’m staring. He looks so relaxed, so content just to be in this moment. Suddenly, I want to capture it, to hold it close when doubts about what we’re doing creep in. Those times when I worry that all of this will dissolve, and I’ll be left with nothing but memories.

It’s happened more than once since he told me about his history with Katherine. After being so thoroughly betrayed by his wife, would Roman even consider a permanent relationship?

And as painful as that thought is, I can’t imagine I’ll ever want to forget seeing him like this.

“Do you have pencils? Paper?”

He starts to push himself up, but I throw out a hand to stop him.

“Please don’t move.”

He arches his brows, but without argument, he settles again. “In my office.”

My heart races, and excitement unfurls in my stomach. “Don’t move. I’ll be back in a minute.”

I dart out of the room and scrounge up a blank notepad and pencil in his office. On the way back, I detour to the kitchen and snag a couple of water bottles from his huge fridge. When I return, I find him just where I left him.

After putting the bottles on the side table, I fling myself back onto the bed.

He frowns over at me. “What are you doing?”

I bite my lip and look back at him through my lashes. “Memorializing.”

“Memorializing,” he repeats quietly.

“Mm-hmm.” I cross my legs, and since I’m only wearing his partly buttoned shirt with no panties, his focus drops straight to the spot between my legs.

A laugh bubbles out of me. “Don’t get distracted.” Considering how many times we’ve both come tonight, I’d think he’d be satiated by now.

“How am I supposed to help myself?” he growls. “You’re making me hungry.”

I ignore my own renewed spark of desire. “You can eat later.”

Instinct kicks in, and my hand moves across the paper. I’m rusty. I haven’t done anything like this in a long time, and this pencil isn’t a proper sketching pencil. Even so, it feels good. As I continue, outlining the shape of his eyes and the angle of his jaw, muscle memory kicks in and I loosen up.

He’s watching me. Every time I look up from the paper, his wolf-gray eyes are roaming over my face.

I’ve picked up speed, capturing the straight line of his nose and the curve of his lips with ease. Then I move on to the way a dark lock of hair hangs over his forehead and the muscled slope of his shoulder.

Fifteen minutes later, I put the pencil down on the bed next to me and hold the notepad in both hands, studying what I’ve drawn. It’s rough, but considering it’s the first portrait I’ve attempted in years, I’m happy with it.

More than happy. Looking at it makes me feel… light.

I smile at him. “You can move now.”

He rolls over and props himself up against the headboard. “Can I see?”

My breath catches. If I show him, will I be revealing more of how I feel about him than I’m comfortable with?

Though nerves skitter through me, I take a deep breath and turn the notepad around.

He stares at it, his brows pulling together.

My chest tightens. “It’s not perfect⁠—”

He shakes his head, cutting me off. “Come here.”

I put the notepad down and scoot closer.

When I’m within arm’s reach, he brackets my waist and lifts me until I’m straddling him. “It’s incredible. I look happy.” His mouth twists. “I wasn’t sure what that expression looked like on my face.”

My heart swells. “It’s my favorite expression.” I press my lips to his and wind my arms around his neck, my own hunger returning.

He slides his hands up my thighs and under his shirt. Then he flips me onto my back with ease and shoulders his way between my legs. “You promised me I could eat later. So give me what I want and come on my mouth like a good fucking girl.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


ROMAN


The morning sun casts sharp lines across the meeting table. Cole, who’s sitting next to Tate, gives me a nod. This isn’t just another exec meeting.

Chloe, Sophie, and Samson set up the room, ensuring everything is ready for our deep dive into the EcoTech bid.

“Let’s get started.” I nod at Chloe, signaling her to distribute the latest financial reports and competitor analysis. “We need to finalize our bid for EcoTech today, and I want no stone left unturned.”

David flashes Chloe a too-bright smile as she hands him the reports.

Irritation scours through me, but with a heavy breath out, I push it aside. I need to focus today.

“We’ve got one shot at making this unbeatable. Haverscombe Industries is pushing hard to outbid us, and if they can’t do that, they’ll look to other strategies.”

“If we push our bid much higher, it’ll stretch our finances,” Carl, our CFO says. “We need to consider not just winning this bid but sustaining the company afterward.”

“We’ve already emphasized our commitment to ethical practices and community engagement.” This comes from Margo. “We couldn’t be more different from Haverscombe in those realms. That should go toward swaying their decision.”

I nod. “Make sure the draft includes our ethical framework as a priority.”

Cole lays out the basics. “Haverscombe’s latest move is to partner with Z-Corp, boosting his bid’s tech sector appeal.”

“We can counter that,” I say. “Our R&D into green tech isn’t just comparable, it’s ahead of the curve. We’ll push that angle in our bid—highlight our commitment to innovation and sustainability, not just throw money at them.”

David breaks in. “We could launch a preemptive PR campaign undermining Haverscombe’s stability. There are rumors of financial inconsistencies in his last quarter’s report⁠—”

I shake my head. “I want to keep this clean. We win this on our merits. Ellis values integrity, and that’s what we’ll show him. Let’s enhance what we’ve got with a detailed presentation of our projects and their impact. Maybe bring in some testimonials from our partners.”

“We don’t need to fight dirty.” Cole leans back, wearing a thoughtful expression. “But we know the kind of businessman Roger Haverscombe is. It doesn’t hurt to let EcoTech know the kind of people they’d be partnering with if they go with their bid.”

I give him a nod, even as a rock forms in my gut. Instinctively, I zero in on Chloe, who gives me a faint smile.

When I met with Ellis in France, I swore I was nothing like my father, that I didn’t blur professional lines. That I didn’t use my power to exploit. He made it very clear how important ethical leadership is to him, and I assured him that the sins of the father would not be repeated by the son. Yet what did I do the very next night?

And so many more times since.

What Chloe and I have is nothing like the kinds of relationships my dad partook in with his employees. Even so, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m one misstep away from falling into the same trap.

I need to keep the King Group on top, to secure the EcoTech deal without even a hint of scandal. At the same time, I want to protect what has so unexpectedly sparked to life between Chloe and me. Balancing the two, though, is proving far more difficult than I anticipated.

Once we’ve discussed logistics and projections, I dismiss the group. “Thanks, everyone. We’ll draft up the revisions and prepare the final bid. Make sure to keep it under wraps. We don’t want Haverscombe getting wind of our strategy before we make our move.”

I linger as the room clears, my eyes on Chloe as she organizes her notes and packs up the room, all the while chatting and laughing with Sophie.

“Chloe, I’ll need to talk to you in my office once you’re done.”

“Of course.”

I leave them to it, and stride down the hall, tension coiling tighter with every step. The possibilities for failure—the EcoTech deal, my relationship with Chloe—play on a loop through my mind. One wrong move, and I could ruin it all.

I sit at my desk, but my mind keeps running over it all. The silence in my office is almost oppressive, carrying with it a familiar sense of solitude. It’s a sensation I’m both used to and tired of, a result of years spent guarding against unwanted emotional entanglements and focusing solely on a deep-seated need to prove I’m nothing like my father.

A moment later, there’s a soft knock. Then she steps in, quietly closing the door behind her. As she moves toward me, her smile is warm.

Just seeing her unravels the tension knotting my muscles. For a fleeting moment, I allow myself to simply savor her presence.

She stops in front of my desk, her head tilted slightly. “Is everything okay?”

I want to touch her. I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her. Right here. But I manage to restrain myself—just.

Everything’s changed since I met her, and I’m still trying to find my footing on a shifting surface. For the first time in a long time, I find myself wanting to lean on someone, to share the thoughts and feelings I’ve kept locked away. But we’re both keeping secrets from the people we’re closest to. How long before it all collapses?

I clear my throat. “I want you to come to my Forbes interview this afternoon.”

Her brows rise, but the corners of her mouth curve up at the same time. Side by side in the back of the car, no one can see us. It affords us a little of the precious, rare time alone that I crave.

“Of course. Is there anything else?”

My hands curl into fists. So many more thoughts circle through my mind, but I have no idea how to articulate them. So I stand and round my desk, stepping up so close she has to raise her chin to hold my gaze.

I cup her jaw and drag my thumb over her lips. Her ocean eyes regard me with softness, with trust.

My throat closes up. I want to keep her safe. To give her everything she needs. But I don’t know how to have what I want while accomplishing what I need to do.

I drop my hand. “There’s nothing else. I just wanted to touch you.”

“If you get to touch me, then I get to do this.” She goes up on her toes and sweeps her lips across mine.

If she thinks I can leave it at that, she’s underestimating the effect she has on me. I pull her to me and deepen the kiss, letting her sweetness wash over me, filling all the spaces inside me I hadn’t even realized were empty.

Is this it? Is this how Cole and Tate felt when they met Delilah and Violet? Did they experience this bone deep rightness? This burning need to keep their woman close, to protect her, to give her the world? Is this what I should have felt with Katherine but never did?

Too soon, voices outside force us apart. Even with the risk of being discovered, it takes me a moment to let go of her.

“We’ll have to leave soon for the interview,” she says breathlessly.

With a nod, I take a step back.

Smiling softly, she turns toward the door.

“Chloe.”

She stops and turns. The words I want to say to her burn the tip of my tongue, pressing against my ribs. But I don’t know how to set them free.

I shove my hands into my pockets, shoulders tense with what I’m leaving unsaid. “Nothing. I’ll come and get you when it’s time to go.”

Her eyes trace over my features, then she’s gone, slipping through the door.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


CHLOE


When I step into the kitchen, I find Carol and Dad at the table, each with a cup of tea.

Dad is grinning, and Carol is chattering, but when they notice me, a light blush stains Carol’s cheeks.

I stop in my tracks, my heart tripping over itself. Is there something going on between them?

And if so, is that a good thing or a bad thing? I like Carol, and I want Dad to be happy, but how does that work when she’s being paid to care for him?

The moment the thought enters my mind, I chastise myself for being so hypocritical. It’s working between Roman and me. There’s no reason that it can’t work for them. If that’s even what’s going on.

Carol stands, a little flustered. “I better finish making dinner. Your dad felt like spaghetti Bolognese today. Does that sound good to you?”

I give her a small smile. “That sounds amazing. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

“How was work, love?” Dad asks as Carol bustles around in our small kitchen.

I sit in the chair she just vacated and exhale. “It was good. Busy.”

I spent the afternoon watching Roman handle his Forbes interview with complete composure. His responses to the interviewer’s questions were measured and articulate. He discussed his strategic vision for the King Group, including the proposed integration of EcoTech, highlighting the company’s commitment to sustainability and ethical leadership.

When probed about his father, he briefly acknowledged the challenges of overcoming that legacy without going into too much detail. Then made it clear just how determined he is to direct the company away from past controversies and toward the future.

As he spoke about his plans to drive the industry toward greener practices, I was filled with a swift rush of pride. Roman isn’t just a CEO, he’s a visionary. He’s carving a new path in a field full of pitfalls. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

Yet, as he talked, I could feel the weight he carries, could sense his father’s looming shadow. My understanding of what’s at stake for him grew clearer, and so did my concern.

He’s brilliant and driven, but his responsibilities and goals are always on his mind. Watching him, I realized for the first time just how complicated his world—and exactly how much of himself he’s pouring into steering the King Group in a new direction.

“That tyrant of a boss planning to whisk you away to a foreign country again any time soon?” Dad interrupts my thoughts.

I smile and shake my head, even as my chest starts to burn with the truth I’m holding back. “I’ve already told you; my first impression was wrong.”

Chuckling, he lifts his teacup to his mouth with only a little wobble. “I suppose any man who takes time out of his schedule to accompany his assistant’s dad to the doctor and whisks her away to the Louvre can’t be that bad.”

His eyes twinkle, and suddenly, I can’t help but wonder if he knows.

Before I can formulate a response, though, he continues. “Hopefully this mysterious new boyfriend of yours doesn’t feel outdone.”

I swallow past the ever-present lump in my throat. “He doesn’t. And he’s not mysterious, it’s just that I…”

“Don’t want to jinx it. I know, love.” He pats my hand. “All I need to know right now is that he’s treating you well. You’ll tell me more when you’re ready.”

My mouth goes dry. I hate keeping so much from him. “I will, I promise. And yes, he treats me very well.”

Dad smiles, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Good. Let someone spoil you for once.”

The happiness that’s been growing inside me for the last few weeks rushes back and bubbles up even more. “Do you mind if I steal one of the canvases you bought? And some of your paints?”

His eyes light up, and his posture straightens. “You’re going to do some painting?”

Going for casual, I shrug. “I thought I might.”

“Of course,” he says. “They’re just sitting there, waiting until motivation strikes me. Feel free.”

From the kitchen, Carol regards us, a soft smile on her face. “Such a talented family.”

I laugh. “You haven’t seen my painting yet. Don’t let Dad’s skill fool you into thinking I’m anywhere near as good.”

Dad snorts. “You have a lot of talent, love. I can’t wait to see what you paint. What finally inspired you?”

I worry my bottom lip, my mood once again tanking. I can’t tell him it’s Roman. And I can’t let him see the portrait that’s taken shape in my mind. I’ll have to paint another one. One I can actually show him.

“I thought I’d paint a portrait of Christopher for Lola.”

And really, I should. Lola would love it. I should have done it months ago. Instantly, the idea of it takes flight in my head. I’ll need her to send a photo of her little guy, since squirming babies are harder to sketch than a man lying still in bed.

Carol offers to make me a cup of tea, but I’m too excited and nervous about painting again and want to just jump into it. So I take two canvases, paint, and the easel Dad and Carol picked up into my bedroom.

Before I get started, I message Lola to ask for a photo, then pick up a pencil. I unfold the sketch I did of Roman and lay it out next to me, then get to work replicating it on the canvas, adding more detail from memory.

As I outline his lips, my hand slows. I study the upward curve, the smile he reserves just for me, and my heart squeezes so tight I can barely breathe.

How did this happen? How did I fall in love with my boss without even realizing it?

I run my finger over the line on the canvas as I ponder the question. It was one half-smile, one thoughtful act at a time—until suddenly, he was looking at me like this. And I was looking right back. I want it all with him. The excitement of his touch and the pleasure of the orgasms he gives me. But I also want all the things we haven’t experienced yet. I want to wake up beside him every morning. I want to hold his hand in public and dance together where everyone can see. I want him to wrap me in his arms and kiss me without concern that we’ll be the subject of speculation.

Everything has been better since him, and it’s terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.

I breathe through the emotions swirling through me and bring my pencil to the canvas again. Each stroke steadies me until I’m humming to myself and the image comes together.

It takes me longer than I expected, and I’ve just decided that I won’t bother getting the paints out tonight when my phone rings and Lola’s name flashes across the screen.

I sink down on my bed as I answer.

“You’re painting again? You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

I laugh. “Not quite yet. I haven’t actually picked up a paintbrush, but if you send a photo of Christopher, I can get started.”

“I’m honored that my baby is going to be your first piece of artwork in years.”

I grimace. “Well… Not quite my first.”

She gasps in fake outrage. “What? Who was first?”

I scrunch my face up. “I may have sketched a portrait of Roman.”

“Are you saying your hunky boss was more inspiring than my chubby bubby?”

A smile stretches across my face too quickly to stop. “Let’s just say he gave me lots of inspiration the other night.”

“Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

I can’t help but laugh. “Not like that. He looked so relaxed and happy, and I felt this overwhelming urge to sketch him.”

“If he’s got you wanting to paint again,” she says, her voice turning serious, “then I’m all for it. But why do you need a picture of Christopher?”

“I had to tell Dad something,” I confess, wincing. “And the more I thought about it, the more I realized I wanted to paint him.”

“So you’re using my child to hide your affair with your boss?”

A scoff escapes me. “In the beginning, I guess I was, technically. Now, though, I’m itching to paint him.”

She’s quiet for a moment, then my phone beeps in my ear.

“Okay, I sent one of my favorite photos through,” Lola says. “Speaking of your dad, how’s he doing?”

I lean back against the headboard and sigh. “He’s improving every day. And he’s happy. Actually,” I run my fingers over my bed cover. “I think there might be something going on between him and Carol.”

“Really?” She sounds delighted. “How do you feel about that?”

I frown. “If there really is something there, I’m happy for him. But… I guess I’m used to it being the two of us. What happens if they do start dating? Or if she moves in? Does she still get paid?”

“You might be putting the cart before the horse there, Chlo.”

Shoulders slumping, I sigh. “I know. I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m just not very good with change.”

“Things always change.” Her voice is gentle. “That’s a good thing.”

“I guess…” I pick at a piece of lint stuck to my comforter. “Things are going so well. It’s hard not to worry that it could all turn bad.”

I’ve already fallen hard for Roman, so what happens to my heart if it all comes crashing down?

“There will always be surprises,” she says. “But whatever happens, you’ll have the strength to deal with it. Believe that. And enjoy the good times. Try not to worry about the possibility of bad times.”

She’s right. So much of my nervousness stems from my uncertainty about my relationship with Roman. It’s time to learn to let go and live for today rather than try to anticipate all the what ifs.

Once I end the call with Lola, I help Carol finish up dinner. After an enjoyable meal, she heads off for the evening and Dad and I settle in on the couch.

As I flick through the channels, he clears his throat. “I’ve been thinking, love. I’m not ready to paint again yet. But I reached out to one of the small galleries where I used to show my work occasionally and asked if they’d be interested in the few that I haven’t sold off. I thought it might generate a bit of interest and maybe a little bit of money while I’m waiting to get my hand strength back.”

Grinning, I bolt up straight. “That’s a great idea.”

“I know that one”—he nods toward the hallway—“is your favorite, but I think it would be the perfect centerpiece. If you’re not comfortable with seeing it possibly sell, though, then I can leave it out. What do you think?”

My chest constricts. “Honestly, I’d be sad if I couldn’t see it every day, but I think you should do it. Some lucky person out there deserves to have your painting on their wall.”

He holds out an arm. “I’m the lucky one.”

I slide across the couch and let him engulf me, reveling in the extra strength in his embrace. When he lets me go, I lay my head on his shoulder.

Finally, we decide on re-runs of Firefly. We watched the series together when I was a kid, so rewatching now fills me with nostalgia and hope. For Dad. For me.

Things are changing, and it’s scary. But it’s like staring at a blank canvas and being too nervous to make that first stroke of color, worried the painting will be imperfect. If I let fear of that hold me back, I’ll never have the chance to create something truly beautiful.

And maybe an imperfect painting is better than no painting at all.
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


CHLOE


With my feet propped on Roman’s lap, I let out a sigh. There’s a movie playing on his huge TV, and he’s alternating between answering emails on his phone and giving me a foot massage. Life doesn’t get much better than this.

It’s been a week since it hit me—I’m truly in love with him. And every day since, I’ve been turning over what to do about it in my mind. Should I tell him? Apart from having to keep our relationship a secret, being with him is wonderful. But will admitting how I feel change things? I’ve never said those words to a man before, and all the secrecy complicates matters.

Most of all, I have no idea whether he feels the same. Yes, he gets possessive. He doesn’t like when David comes by my desk and flirts. He says he’s obsessed with me, and he always wants to touch me. But what does all that mean for the future? What are his thoughts on long-term commitment? Marriage? Children?

I’m too afraid to ask.

What I do know is that his priority is navigating the company through the changes ahead, and that the EcoTech acquisition is a big part of that. No one can know about us until it’s done. So I haven’t broached the subject of making our relationship public. I just wish us being together didn’t feel like such a risk to all his hard work.

More than anything, I wish his father hadn’t been such an asshole. I wish he hadn’t taken Roman’s beautiful soul and twisted it until he was forced to build a wall around it.

The man in question catches me looking at him, and a wicked grin curves his seductive lips. “Is the movie boring you?”

With a sly smile of my own, I flutter my lashes. “Just can’t stop staring at my handsome boss.”

His eyes darken and he puts down his phone. “Come here, sweetheart.”

Without hesitation, I climb over and straddle him, staring into his eyes. Those gray eyes I once thought were so cold are now full of fire.

He kisses me, and it’s hot and tender at the same time. Just like him.

I roll my hips, relishing his deep groan and the way he swells, hard and ready, beneath me. With his hands buried in my hair, he angles my head, giving himself better access. I moan against his lips, anticipation flaring to life inside me.

The shrill ring of his phone startles me, and I pull back.

“Ignore it.”

Those simple words send a thrill through me. The knowledge that he’ll ignore a business call for me makes me happier than it has any right to. But when it rings a second time, I sigh and sit back on his thighs. If it’s urgent, he needs to answer it.

“What do you want, Cole?” He grips my hip, clearly impatient to get back to what we were doing.

Feeling playful, I pepper kisses along his jaw. He swats my ass, but it only makes me smirk and keep going.

Then his body goes rigid beneath my touch. I stop immediately, pulling back to study his face.

The sudden tension in his expression sends a ripple of unease through me.

“How did it happen?” he asks, voice low.

I search his face for a hint of what’s gone wrong. Is it EcoTech? Or worse, did something happen to one of his brothers or his mom?

He gives nothing away, dropping his chin slightly as he listens. Then he grunts as if in acknowledgment. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

As soon as he hangs up, I run my hands over the coiled muscles in his shoulders, trying to soothe him. “What’s wrong?”

Instead of answering, he lifts me off his lap and sets me gently on the couch before standing and pacing away.

The unease I felt before gathers into a heavy ball in my chest as he puts distance between us. It’s selfish, but if he’s upset, I want him to need me closer, not move further away.

Finally, he turns, lacing his fingers behind his neck. “Dad had a heart attack in prison.”

I sit up straighter, my stomach dropping. “Is he okay?”

His lips thin and he shakes his head. “He was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital.”

“Oh, Roman.” I rush over and wrap my arms tightly around him.

Their relationship had never been good, and yes, the man was a criminal and an asshole, but he was still his father.

His body remains taut, and although he hugs me back, he doesn’t relax into me.

I press my hands to his back, smoothing them over the tense muscles before craning my neck to peer up at him. “Are you okay?”

His expression is distant. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Gently, I touch his cheek, forcing him to focus on me. “Because your father died. Regardless of how you feel about him, it’s a shock. It’s okay to be upset.”

He regards me for a long moment, the tightness around his eyes easing slightly. When he finally draws me closer and rests his chin on my head, I exhale a silent sigh of relief.

“I don’t know how the fuck to feel. I should feel nothing, but…” His arms tighten around me. “Whatever this is, it’s not that.”

I lay my head against his chest, listening to the rapid pound of his heart. “You don’t have to figure it out now. Just know I’m here, whatever you need.”

He raises my chin and feathers his lips over mine, a silent thank you. “I have to go to Cole’s place. The family’s meeting there to talk about what needs to happen next. I’ll have Phillip drop you off at home.”

It takes effort, but I fight the instinctive urge to react. Of course I can’t go with him. No one knows about us—not even his family. So I can’t be by his side, can’t hold his hand or wrap my arms around him the way Violet and Delilah can with Tate and Cole.

It’s another painful reminder of just how difficult this situation is. How the line we were trying not to cross hasn’t disappeared—it’s just moved. While it separated us before, it now lies between us and everyone else.

I swallow past the hard lump in my throat, forcing a reassuring smile as I step back. The last thing Roman needs right now is for me to make this about my feelings. “I’ll get my purse.”

As I turn away, the backs of my eyes sting. The fear of change I wrestled with a week ago suddenly feels a lot less scary than the possibility that there might never be a change at all.
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CHAPTER FIFTY


ROMAN


It’s been three days since Dad died. The night we got the news, my brothers and I convened at Cole’s place to talk through what to do. We organized the public announcement, arranged a press conference for the next day, and settled on as small a funeral as we can get away with.

I still don’t know how I feel. The man who cast his shadow over all of us is just… gone. It feels like the punchline to a bad joke.

A knock sounds, and Chloe steps inside with her usual quiet grace.

I want to go to her, wrap my arms around her, kiss her until she’s the only thing filling my mind. But I hold back. Since Dad died, an unspoken distance has settled between us. One I don’t know how to bridge.

We just have to make it through the funeral. Hopefully once the media reporting of his death dies down, things will go back to the way they were.

She walks gracefully toward me and hands me a stack of newspapers. “Here are all the dailies you asked for.”

I stroke my thumb over her fingers as I take them. “Thank you.”

“Is there anything else?”

Yes. Lock the damn door and let me taste you. Strip and let me worship your body—make you scream my name.

Except that’s not what I say, because the headline on the front of the paper has caught my eye.

Disgraced Former CEO Dies in Prison, Casting Shadow on King Group.

I grit my teeth. Even in death, Dad finds a way to screw us over.

“That’s all,” I mutter, turning to the next paper.

The click of the door barely registers as I scan the second headline.

King Family Faces Renewed Scrutiny After Maxwell King’s Passing.

I scrub my hand over my face.

A notification pings, and I tear my eyes away from the headlines. Chloe’s flagged an email for my attention—a message from Forbes requesting a follow-up interview to discuss how Dad’s death is impacting the company.

Fucking great.

My intercom buzzes and Chloe’s voice comes over the speaker. “Katherine King is here to see you, Mr. King.” Her voice is so neutral, it hurts.

What the hell is she doing here? I roll my neck to ease the tension that’s become permanently embedded in my neck and shoulders.

“Let her in.” I’ll hear what she has to say then send her on her way.

I close my eyes and picture Chloe, using the image to center myself. I crave her—her sweetness, her calm. I want to send my ex-wife away and call Chloe in instead. Screw my rule about keeping things professional in the office.

But with the headlines from the newspapers looping through my head, I force the urge down. I need to get a grip—to wrestle back some of the control I used to pride myself on having.

The media scrutiny on both the company and me will be relentless for the foreseeable future. I should be focused on minimizing risk, not indulging my ever-growing need for Chloe.

The door swings open, yanking me from my thoughts. My ex-wife waltzes in, dress too short and too tight to be anything but deliberately provocative.

I don’t bother standing. “What do you want, Katherine?”

She sinks into the chair opposite me, crossing her legs in a way that’s meant to draw attention. “I’d like to attend the funeral.”

Fingers steepled, I blow out a slow breath. “Why? You haven’t spoken to my father in years.”

She sniffs, though there’s no real pain in her eyes. “Because he was my father-in-law—and my previous boss.”

“Not to mention your former lover.”

She bites her lip, adopting the doe-eyed look she used so often when we met—before I learned what lay beneath the innocent mask. “I told you that was a mistake. One I’ve regretted ever since.”

“So, you want to attend my father’s funeral, where you’ll come face-to-face with his ex-wife, the woman he cheated on with you?”

Annoyance flashes in her eyes. “She wasn’t exactly a saint herself.”

I shake my head, not bothering to hide my disdain. “Why do you really want to be there?”

Shoulders straightening, she meets my gaze head-on. “To stand in solidarity with you, of course. If I don’t go, it’ll draw attention to our less than amicable parting. That’s the last thing you want right now, isn’t it? I’ve seen the newspapers. I’m sure you’d prefer not to give the media any more skeletons to dig up.”

I can’t be bothered arguing with her. The funeral’s just a formality anyway. I couldn’t care less whether Katherine turns up. I just want this whole circus over and done with.

“Fine,” I say. “Show up or don’t. I really don’t care.”

She doesn’t leave right away like I hoped. Instead, she stays seated, legs crossed, staring at me with those big brown eyes.

I rub the bridge of my nose, irritation spiking. “I’m losing patience. What do you want?”

“We had some good times, didn’t we?”

I shoot her a hard glance. I’m not interested in reminiscing. Now that I have Chloe, I can’t fathom how I ever fell for Katherine’s fakeness. Chloe is genuine. Everything she does comes straight from her heart and I fucking love that about her. At the same time, I hate how it leaves her vulnerable.

All the turmoil in my life has the potential to hurt her and that’s the last thing I want. My ex-wife’s renewed interest in me only underscores my concerns.

I stand and walk around my desk. Katherine perks up, as if she thinks I’m about to pull her into my arms. I head straight past her.

“We’re done here.” I pull the door open and step aside.

With a huff, she stands and approaches. Pausing in front of me, she rests a hand on my arm. “See you at the funeral, darling.”

I stiffen at her touch, but before I can pull away, she’s gone, sweeping past Chloe’s desk.

Chloe meets my gaze but only for an instant before ducking her head and focusing on her computer screen. The distance swirling between us over the past few days echoes in her silence. It pains me, knowing how it must have looked when Katherine left. And it hurts even more, knowing there’s a chance it’s made Chloe feel insecure.

“Can I see you in my office?”

Her eyes slide back to mine, and she offers a stiff smile. “Of course.” With an air of perfect professionalism, she stands, picks up her notepad, and walks toward me.

I don’t step aside as she passes, so her shoulder brushes against me.

I suppress a smile at the slight upward tilt of her chin. I don’t want her hurting, but I also can’t deny that I like the idea of her being jealous—as long as I get the chance to reassure her.

I close the door behind her and lock it

At the sound of the click, she whirls around, mouth parted in surprise. “What are you doing?”

I stalk toward her. She clutches her notepad to her stomach, her hands tightening around it.

With two fingers beneath her chin, I angle her face up to mine. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

She swallows audibly. “I’m not feeling anything.”

I stroke my thumb along her jaw. “I don’t think that’s true. You just saw my ex-wife walk out of my office, touch me, call me darling. I know how I’d feel if the tables were turned.”

She takes a deep breath, pulls her shoulders back, and meets my gaze head-on. “I hate that I can’t go with you to the funeral but your ex-wife is allowed to be there. She gets to support you publicly. She’s allowed to touch you and call you darling where anyone can see.” Though her voice remains steady, the slight tremble of her lower lip gives her away.

Fuck. I close my eyes for a beat, the weight of what I’ve put her through settling heavily in my chest.

She’s right. Katherine gets to do all of those things and she doesn’t. It kills me that I’m putting her in this situation.

“It’s perception. That’s all. And it won’t be forever, sweetheart. I promise.”

“I know.” She lets out a shaky sigh. “That doesn’t make it any easier. I want to be there for you. It hurts that I can’t.” Deflating, she focuses on the space between us. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making this harder for you.”

“That’s the last thing you’re doing.” I grip the back of her neck, pulling her closer until her eyes are on me again. “You haven’t made anything worse since the day you walked into this building. I want you there with me too. I’ll figure out a way to make it happen, okay?”

She searches my face, and the glimmer of doubt I see in hers sends a hard rock of guilt rolling around my gut. That doubt is my fault.

I kiss her, hard. Her notepad falls to the floor between us, forgotten, as she wraps her arms around me and kisses me back.

Despite my earlier conviction to not indulge my need for her, I can’t stop myself from lifting her and settling her into my chair.

Gasping, she clutches the leather armrests. “What are you doing?”

“I need to taste you again.” I drop to my knees. “Keep quiet and let me make you feel good.”

I push her skirt up to her hips, then shove her thighs apart, savoring her sharp inhalation. She’s wearing one of the pretty pairs of panties I bought her to replace the ones I ruined the night I fucked her here—and the ones I’ve ruined since then.

I yank the fabric to the side, revealing her mouthwatering pussy.

“Roman,” she hisses. “I thought you didn’t want to⁠—”

I slide my tongue along her soft skin and her words cut off. With a flick to her clit, I repeat the motion. I can’t take my time with her the way I want, but I have no doubt I can get her off in less than five minutes.

I bury my head between her legs, her taste bursting over me as I suck her clit into my mouth.

Hips bucking, she lets out a stifled cry, the sound urging me on. 

I double down, groaning, sucking, tasting, teasing her. Hands gripping her thighs, I pull her harder against my face. I can’t get close enough.

Aware that time is running out, I force myself to concentrate on her clit, alternating between flicking it and sucking it between my lips. Then I slide my fingers inside her, stroking her in tandem with my mouth, curling them against her front wall.

“Oh my god, Roman.” 

Even now she remembers to keep her voice low. A part of me wishes she wouldn’t. A part of me wants to claim her right here, right now, and let the world know she’s mine by making her scream my name. 

“You’re so fucking tight.” I slide my fingers in and out. “So fucking perfect.”

Her pussy flutters around me and she writhes in my chair, arousal dripping onto the leather between her legs. 

“That’s it, sweetheart. Soak my face, soak my chair. I want you all over me, all over my damn office.” I add another finger and flick her clit hard and fast.

Her hips jerk and she comes with panted breaths. I groan, the sound vibrating deep in my chest, but I don’t stop working her through her orgasm until she goes limp. 

I lick her and my fingers clean, then wrap my hand around her nape and pull her in for a kiss, sliding my tongue into her mouth so she can taste how fucking delicious she is.  

As she clutches at my shirt, I let myself forget, for just a moment, that there’s anything else in this life that matters but her.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


CHLOE


Iremain a few steps behind Roman as the group crosses the grass, resisting the urge to reach for his hand. In the distance, cameras flash. Each click makes me nauseous. It’s disgusting, the way the paparazzi have intruded on the funeral.

Cole and Tate, along with Delilah and Violet, walk a little behind us. Even Roman’s mom has a man at her side. He’s the man she was with at the gala. Maybe he’s her boyfriend.

I glance at Roman. He hasn’t mentioned anything about his mom seeing someone. My heart twists as the space between us yawns wider. When we’re together at his apartment, and even in his office, we’re in a little bubble. Just like we were in France.

Away from the eyes of the world, he belongs to me, but outside, in the light of day, it’s a different story.

Sadness washes over me, but I quickly shake it off. I’m here for one reason and one reason only, to support Roman. Even if I have to do it from the sidelines.

Sophie and Samson approach, dressed in black, just like me, their expressions somber. Roman said he’d find a way for me to be here, and he did. Since Samson and Sophie were around when Roman’s dad was CEO, having them here to support Cole and Tate, both personally and professionally, makes sense. And although I never met the man, my presence doesn’t seem so strange when they’re in attendance.

As we stand around the gravesite, listening to the minister, I can’t help but steal glimpses of Katherine, who stands opposite us, looking glamorous, even in all black.

Though she’s wearing dark sunglasses, I swear her eyes are fixed on Roman the whole time. I itch with the need to put my hands on him. To claim him. But I can’t.

Instead, I stand tall, hoping that he can sense my support, even if we’re not touching.

As the minister speaks about Maxwell King’s successes, neatly skirting any mention of the man’s many flaws, Roman’s shoulders remain stiff. He hasn’t opened up about his feelings following his dad’s death. God, I wish he would. I don’t know how to help him when he won’t let me in.

As much as he might deny that he’s hurting, his turmoil is obvious. At least to me it.

After the service is over, the brothers and their mom speak with other mourners, while Sophie and Samson disappear to coordinate with security, and I find myself standing with Delilah and Violet.

I can’t resist asking Delilah if I can hold Lottie, and she happily passes the baby to me.

My heart swells at the sight of her little face. It’s bittersweet, knowing she’s Roman’s niece. He’s a part of her, like the rest of his family.

It only makes me feel like more of an outsider.

“You know,” Delilah says, her eyes shimmering with sympathy. “I never thought this would be where I ended up. The first time I met Cole, I couldn’t have imagined that he would change my life. Sometimes it felt impossible for there to be a happy ending for us.”

My heart lurches, but I do my best to rein in my reaction. Does she know? I shift my focus from her to Roman, then to Violet, who looks equally understanding. Did he tell them?

“It’s not hard to see if you know what to look for,” Violet chimes in. “Especially if you’ve been through it yourself.”

“I—I…” My ribs tighten, making it hard to breathe. What am I supposed to say?

“Don’t worry.” Delilah gives my arm a gentle pat. “I don’t think anyone else knows. Your secret is safe with us. Hopefully Roman will wise up and realize where his priorities lie soon.”

A surge of defensiveness rushes through me. “I don’t expect him to change his priorities. I know what’s important to him.”

The two of them exchange a look.

“Heads up,” Violet says.

On instinct, I turn and find Roman striding toward us. His eyes are stormier than they have been all day and for a moment I wonder if he’s annoyed that I’m holding Lottie.

But when he gets to us and focuses on me, his expression softens.

He reaches for her, leaning in close, and as he takes her, he murmurs, “You look good holding a baby.”

My heart stops and my cheeks flame. I take a step back, worried I’ll do something stupid like kiss him right here in front of everybody.

Movement in my periphery catches my eye, and I find Katherine watching us, her lips pressed into a thin line.

I back up another step, my pulse racing. My reason for being here is flimsy enough. I don’t want to give anyone ammunition to hurt Roman or his family. Not when I’m the one who made a big deal about accompanying him.

Roman’s eyes pierce into mine as he holds Lottie against his chest, the baby tiny against his big form. Violet and Delilah watch on, both wearing far too knowing looks.

“I—uh, I’ll go help Sophie and Samson.” I turn and immediately bump into someone.

Roman’s mom’s cool blue eyes assess me as she steadies me with her hands on my shoulders.

My heart races, my body flushes hot, and the tears that have been threatening come dangerously close to welling. Each reaction is more ridiculous than the last. What happened to my professionalism?

As I address Roman’s elegant, aloof mother, I do my best to school my expression into a professionally apologetic one. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. King.”

A faint line appears between her brows. “You’re a very dedicated assistant to be here for my son.”

I swallow hard. After everything her late husband did, what must she think of me?

Shame churns in my gut. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Of course.” She lets me go, and I prepare to bolt—in the most professional way, of course.

“I’m glad he has someone to take care of him,” she says. “He deserves that kind of dedication. All my sons do.”

I stare at her, unsure whether I should take her words at face value. From what Roman has told me, she’s never been the warmest of mothers. Is she really that concerned about the dedication of her sons’ assistants?

“Um, thank you. I should probably…” I point in the direction of the cemetery gates, and she nods.

I catch Roman watching me with a furrowed brow. Tate and Cole are standing next to him now, Cole having taken possession of his daughter.

Katherine hasn’t moved, apparently still focused on me. I give her a tight smile before walking away from all of them.

Although it feels more like running away.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


ROMAN


“Care to explain?” Tate shoves the tabloid in front of my face.

I snatch it out of his hand, taking a second to register what I’m seeing.

The headline, splashed across the front page, screams: Like Father, Like Son? King Group CEO’s Secret Relationship Raises Eyebrows.

Below is a blurry photo of Chloe and me just after we’ve climbed out of my car, probably on our way to a meeting. My hand is on her back—a habit I’ve tried and failed to break—and it’s been snapped in a way that makes the situation look far more intimate than it was.

She looks as beautiful as always, her pale hair pulled back in a ponytail, her fitted black dress perfectly professional. But it doesn’t matter. The media will spin this however they want. To them, she’s young, attractive, and my assistant. And I’m her boss, hovering too close, too protectively, with my hands on her.

I shove the magazine back at my youngest brother. “There’s nothing to explain.”

Tate drops into the chair opposite me, one brow arching high. “You’re right. You don’t need to explain, because it’s pretty damn obvious. You’re banging your assistant.”

He laughs, but when I just glare at him, he sobers and holds up his hands.

“Hey, I’m the last person who’d judge you. It’s just funny considering how adamant you were that you wouldn’t hire her.” He cocks his head, eyes narrowing. “Or is that why? Did you have a thing for her even then?”

I grind my teeth. “You really think this is funny? We’re under even more scrutiny since Dad’s death. With any luck, the EcoTech acquisition will be finalized in a matter of weeks. The last thing they want is bad publicity.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and force myself to breathe in, then out. “Then there’s Haverscombe. He’s moved up the timing of his bid to get in front of us. In fact, I wouldn’t put it past him to have orchestrated this whole situation. Regardless, the media throwing out comparisons between Dad and me is the last thing we need right now. Not to mention the hit to Chloe’s reputation.”

“Do you think she cares more about her reputation than she does about you?”

Anger ignites, hot and painful in my chest. How can he not get it? “I care about it.”

He eyes me carefully. “So it’s not just a fling?”

“It’s not a fling.” We agreed to keep this from everyone, including my brothers, but I won’t cheapen what Chloe and I have.

Tate throws up his hands and scoffs. “Then there’s no problem. Just ignore the damn media and go public. We’ll deal with the fallout.”

“When the fallout could be losing EcoTech, share prices falling, Chloe’s reputation?”

He straightens in his seat, his tone turning serious. “If Ellis is concerned about working with a man who’s fallen in love”—hearing him say the words hits me harder than I expect—“whoever it is he’s fallen in love with, then I’m not sure we even want to work with him. And even if our share prices fall temporarily, I have no doubt they’ll climb back up again. As for Chloe’s reputation, yes, that’s an issue. It shouldn’t be, but it is. But if you’re serious about her, then soon enough everyone will know she’s not a gold digger…” His eyes flash to mine with what looks like sympathy.

“Like Katherine,” I growl.

He nods slowly. “Like Katherine. But man, why didn’t you talk to us? You don’t think Cole and I will back you? Especially when it comes to finding a woman you care about?”

Guilt knots in my stomach. “Maybe I don’t deserve to be backed.”

Tate leans forward, concern creasing his forehead. “Why the hell would you say that?”

“Where was I when you were growing up? Where was I when Cole wanted to be with Delilah? Oh, that’s right, I was screwing him over. Did I back you when I told you to fake date Violet, or was I backing the company?”

All the mistakes I’ve made twist inside me until my chest feels too tight. I clench my jaw, resisting the urge to rub my sternum.

He huffs out a breath. “First of all, fake dating Violet was the best damn thing that ever happened to me, so don’t include that in your list of failures. And yeah, maybe the Cole and Delilah thing wasn’t your finest moment, but when you realized how serious he was about her, you helped fix it rather than turning your back on him. As for where you were when we were kids, you were in survival mode—all of us were. All three of us struggled. But now we’re here, together. So stop beating yourself up. You deserve to be happy, just like the rest of us.” He throws his hands in the air. “Hell, even Mom is smiling more these days. If you’ve found someone who can do that for you, then for god’s sake, make it work.”

I will myself to absorb his words. But my focus keeps snagging on that damn tabloid photo of Chloe and me. It’s not even remotely scandalous, the way we’re interacting there, but the headline looms large in my mind. No matter what my baby brother says, all I can envision is everything I’ve been working toward crumbling around me.

And Chloe. I promised her I’d keep her safe, but instead, I’ve led the wolves straight to her door. She doesn’t deserve that.

My mind works overtime, sorting through solutions. There has to be a way to fix this—to keep the acquisition on track and protect Chloe at the same time.

Tate is watching me, brows drawn together. “You’re overthinking this. Just talk to her.”

I nod at him. “Thanks for the advice.”

His frown deepens. “Are you going to take it?”

“I’m going to work it out.” I nod sharply, pressing my intercom. “Chloe, can you get Sean Prescott from Wright Construction on the phone?”

Tate leans forward, eyes narrowing. “What the hell are you calling him for?”

Before I can answer, Chloe transfers the call. “Hi, Sean. I have a favor to ask. I need you to take on one of my staff members, just temporarily. She’s familiar with our project, so she can act as a liaison.”

With Chloe working outside King Plaza, the media scrutiny will shift away from her—from us—long enough to let things settle down. At least, that’s what I’m counting on.

My brother curses under his breath and shakes his head, but I ignore him.

Sean agrees within minutes, and I hang up.

“How is moving Chloe out of King Plaza going to fix things?” Tate asks, a rarely observed scowl on his face.

“It’s temporary,” I snap. “Once the EcoTech acquisition is done and the tabloids stop running their mouths, we can go public in a managed way. One that won’t get either of us labeled as something we’re not.”

He scrubs his hand over his face before shoving back his chair. “This won’t go well. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t manage love. But I guess you’re just going to have to find that out for yourself.”

With that, he stands and strides from the room.

I sit there, Tate’s words ringing in my ears. You can’t manage love.

I give in and rub my sternum, trying to ease the tightness. I love Chloe. I’m doing this for her as much as the company.

She’ll understand.

She has to.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


CHLOE


Sophie leans over my shoulder, both of us staring at the computer screen.

“Girl, why didn’t you tell me?” she asks.

“He just has his hand on my back.” The weakness of my voice betrays me, even to my own ears.

She snorts. “There’s a polite hand on the back, and then there’s that.” She jabs her finger at the screen, brows rising. “That screams she’s mine—get within three feet of her and I’ll break your arm.”

I pull my head back, widening my eyes at her. It doesn’t faze her.

She laughs, clearly not upset that I’ve been keeping this secret from her. “Come on. I know we’re only work besties, but I feel like I’ve missed out on a ton of juicy gossip.”

“We’re not only anything,” I say, offering her a small smile despite my frayed nerves. “I doubt I would have survived my first day here without you. But there are some things you just can’t share, no matter how much you might want to. Especially at work.”

Now that it looks like our secret might be out, I’m filled with a strange mix of relief and worry. Lying has been taking its toll on me—on both of us—but this isn’t how I wanted it to end. What will Roman do when he sees this? How will he feel?

Sophie hums thoughtfully, then nods. “I get it. So, is it serious?”

I gnaw on my bottom lip, my gaze locked back on the photo. “I think so.”

“When are you going public?”

I blow out a long breath, anxiety settling in my stomach. “I guess it’s already happened. But… there are still complications.”

God, I hope this won’t affect the acquisition. If we lose out, especially to Roger Haverscombe, Roman will be gutted.

Sophie lets out a sympathetic sigh. “Men like that always come with complications. Tell him what you want, Chloe. Your feelings are just as important as his. Don’t push your needs aside. If he cares about you, he needs to step up and show the world.”

Before I can respond, the intercom buzzes and Roman asks me to patch through Sean Prescott.

Sophie raises an eyebrow at the name but says nothing. I was sure Tate was here to talk to Roman about the tabloids, especially after the little wink he gave me on the way into his office, but maybe it really was just business.

Sophie’s the one who found the photos and brought them to my attention, but maybe Roman hasn’t actually seen them yet.

That only makes me more nervous.

Sophie makes me click through a few more sites, each one sharing the same damn photo. Several clicks in, we find a different picture—one taken as we were leaving that same meeting. I swallow. Again, there’s nothing blatantly inappropriate about how we’re touching, but the way I’m smiling up at him? My expression gives away everything I’m feeling.

No woman looks at her boss like that. Not unless there’s something more going on.

“Girl, you’ve got it bad.” Sophie’s voice is softer now.

The door to Roman’s office swings open, and Tate strides out wearing a frown. The expression shifts when he spots me, though his smile is nowhere near his usual easygoing one.

Unease trickles through my veins.

He nods at Sophie, who pats me on the shoulder, and mouths, “We’ll talk later” before hurrying after him.

My heart drums too loudly against my ribs, a sensation scarily reminiscent of the one I felt when Geoff called me in to tell me my fate a few short months ago.

Five minutes later, Roman buzzes me again and asks me to come into his office. Anxiety slides into my bloodstream, thick and cold, and I take a steadying breath before pushing his door open and walking in.

Behind his desk, he sits with his head lowered, shoulders a taut line. By the time I come to a stop in front of him, my legs are actually trembling.

Finally, he looks up at me, his usually clear gray eyes shadowed.

“Are you okay?” I manage to ask with only a faint tremor in my voice. “I saw the photos. I’m sorry. I know this is the last thing you wanted.”

He stands and walks around his desk. “Don’t apologize. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

When he pulls me against him, all my muscles loosen, and I sink into his embrace. But as much as I want to stay there, I don’t linger—too conscious of the unlocked door behind me.

He strokes up and down my arms, his large hands warming me through my blouse. “This obviously isn’t ideal. I would have preferred to go public on our own terms so we could manage the narrative. Thankfully, there’s nothing definitive out there. So until the buzz around Dad’s death fades and the tabloids lose interest, I’ve arranged a position for you at Wright Construction. It’ll keep you out of the spotlight until I can handle the situation.”

The anxiety crawling through my veins turns to ice. What? “You’re moving me?”

He searches my face, lips tugging down at the corners. “You’ll receive the same pay, and the King Group will continue covering your father’s home care.”

The earth shifts beneath me. It takes all my focus not to stumble as I take a step back from him. “That’s not the point. You said my job was safe.”

He rakes his hand through his dark hair, frustration flicking in his eyes. “It is. This is temporary—just until the EcoTech acquisition goes through and things calm down. The media’s looking for a scandal, and I don’t want you caught in the middle of it.”

I shake my head, trying to understand his thought process. But Katherine’s words from the convention echo in my mind, slicing into me like shards of glass. The company will always be Roman’s priority.

Nausea rises in my throat, leaving an acid burn.

The sensation is too familiar. It’s like that day years ago when I realized Mom was gone and she was never coming back. Like the moment I found out that Dad’s illness meant he couldn’t paint any more. Or the day he fell, when I knew he couldn’t live alone any longer.

Once again, the rug is being pulled out from under me.

To Roman, this may seem like a simple solution—no more than a snap of his fingers, a temporary move. But to me, it’s proof of how much I’ve risked. God, how could I have been so stupid, letting my dream of a future with him blind me to reality?

This could so easily be the end of our relationship. Just like that. One decision made, one simple phone call, and it’s over. We haven’t made any real commitments. Despite his assurances, nothing is stopping him from sending me away for good. He says my pay will stay the same, but for how long? If I’m no longer working for him, and if we’re no longer together, how easy would it be for my salary to be cut? He could change his mind about me at any moment, and all the safety and stability I’ve worked so hard for—for Dad and me—would be gone. Tossed aside at someone else’s whim. Again.

“I think…” My breath shudders out of me. “I think maybe we should take a step back.”

His brows slam together. “What?”

I wet my lips, my throat suddenly dry. “Things have gotten complicated. If you need me to take this job, I will. But maybe we should take a break, give ourselves time to figure out what we really want. What we need.”

He steps forward, his throat working, tension radiating from every line of his body. “I want you.”

“Maybe so,” I whisper, my heart clenching painfully. “But do you need me? Because there are things I need, Roman, and I don’t know if you’re ready to give them to me. If you’ll ever be ready.”

His hands go to the back of his neck, gripping tightly, his mouth pressing into a thin line. He doesn’t respond.

“It’s temporary,” I repeat the words he used moments ago. But they feel as flimsy as they sounded when he said them. “Like this move. Maybe… maybe a break would be good for us. Give us time to figure out what’s most important.”

“A break,” he mutters, his voice tight, a muscle pulsing in his jaw. “If that’s what you want.”

It isn’t. Not at all. But I don’t want this either—the uncertainty, the vulnerability, the. Feeling of being at his mercy. I can’t risk everything I’ve worked for, not without a real promise of when things will change—or even if they ever will. I knew this was the risk, and I took it, because I wanted him. Now I’m terrified I made the wrong choice.

Despite the sharp ache in my chest, I pull my shoulders back. “You made me promise that if I ever stopped feeling safe with you, I’d put myself first.”

A shock of pain flashes across his face. “You don’t feel safe?”

Oh god. Is this what putting myself first is supposed to feel like? Like my ribs have been cracked open and I’m being hollowed out from the inside?

I consider taking the words back. I can’t bear to hurt him. But before I can decide, he shoves his hands into his pockets and takes a step away.

“I meant it,” he says, his voice low. “The last thing I want is for you to feel that way.”

I ball my hands into fists, my nails pressing into my palms hard enough to sting. “Who will you get to replace me?”

He gives a sharp shake of his head. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. Sophie and Samson can cover things for now.”

The tightness in my throat grows almost unbearable, the sting at the backs of my eyes intensifying. He’s resolute. He won’t change his mind. The realization hits like a physical blow. “When does my job with Wright Construction start?”

“Tomorrow.” His eyes bore into mine, full of things he’s not saying.

I nod, my breath shuddering out. “I’ll finish the day, then. Unless you want me to leave now?”

He grips my arms and pulls me against him, his hold crushing. “I don’t want you to leave at all.”

The awful thing is, I believe him. But despite how much he wants me, he’ll do what’s best for the company, just as Katherine said he would. I can’t even be angry with him for it. I’ve known his priorities from the start. Still, I somehow convinced myself that maybe they might shift for me. But even with his father gone, Roman is still driven by the need to prove he’s nothing like him. I don’t want to stand in the way of that, no matter how much it hurts.

“I know. And I don’t want to risk everything you’ve worked for.” I press my cheek to his chest, but the frantic thump of his heart does nothing to stop mine from aching so hard I can barely breathe.

For a few short months, I loosened my grip on my responsibilities. But I can’t sit around hoping that someone else will take care of Dad and me. That’s my job. It always has been. Yet I can’t bring myself to completely let go of Roman either. The thought of walking away permanently—of ending this for good—feels like being torn apart from the inside.

Ten years ago, I put down my paintbrush and let go of that dream.

I just wish I knew whether there’s any chance I can hold on to this one.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


ROMAN


“Idon’t care about your excuses. Just get it done.” The man on the other end of the phone stutters in his attempt to assure me that he’ll get the issue sorted.

Every damn thing is coming to a head. The grand opening for Genesis-1 is almost upon us, Ellis will be in town next week, and we’re days away from formally submitting our acquisition bid. On top of that, my re-interview with Forbes, where they’re going to drill into the nightmare that is my father’s death, is next week.

Everything we’ve been working for—everything I’ve been working for—is coming to fruition, but instead of any sense of satisfaction, I feel nothing. I’m fucking numb.

I roll my neck and will my mind not to linger on Chloe. It kills me, knowing she isn’t sitting outside my door. That she won’t walk into my office, filling it with her presence, her intoxicating scent, her warmth, or her humor.

She won’t be at my apartment tonight, or in my bed.

I did the right thing by moving her in the wake of those tabloid reports. Within hours of my decision, our lawyers threatened legal action against the tabloids. It helped assuage my fears, but not as thoroughly as knowing the two of us won’t be caught together by another long-range lens. Though even that level of relief can’t ease the constant damn ache in my chest.

Because despite her assurance that the break was temporary, it feels anything but. It feels like an ending.

My intercom buzzes, and though I know it’ll be Sophie on the other end, not Chloe, my heart thumps in a damn Pavlovian response.

I press to answer. “Yes?”

“Your brothers are on their way for your meeting. Do you want me to pick you all up some lunch?”

“Thanks,” I say. “Could you order a couple of pizzas?”

“Pizza?” Her tone is pure surprise.

I’d laugh if my damn masochistic tendencies weren’t threatening to be the end of me. “Phillip knows where to go and what to get.”

“Okay, sure.”

In seconds, my brothers have arrived. I stand and lead the way to the couches, needing to get away from my desk and the memories it holds.

I take one couch, and they sit on either end of the other.

“Exciting times,” Tate says.

I grunt an acknowledgment. That’s about all the excitement I can muster.

“Share prices are shooting up,” Cole adds.

“Good.”

“Dad’s returned from the dead and is going to stage a takeover,” Tate casually throws in.

Eyes narrowed, I huff.

The laugh that escapes him is too loud in the quiet space. “Just checking to make sure you’re actually here with us.”

“I’m here.” I shove my fingers through my hair again.

“Really? Because it feels like your soul left your body the day you made the spectacularly stupid decision to send Chloe away.” Cole’s voice is too blasé for my liking.

“What should I have done, then?” I growl. “With all the attention on us, there was no point in giving anyone extra ammunition.”

“I get that seeing those photos was a shock, but do you think sending her away was the answer?”

Every muscle in my body goes rigid. “Another scandal is the last thing we need.”

“You think Roman King finally falling in love would be considered a scandal? Or the CEO of the King Group being outed as a human rather than a workaholic robot?”

My exhale is harsh. “The stories would be about how the new CEO is no better than the old one. The media would label me a predator like Dad. The whole industry would believe that nothing’s changed at the King Group except the name on the company ledger.”

Tate barks out a laugh. “None of those things are true, and you know it.”

I zero in on him, anger burning in my gut. “I don’t get to be as cavalier as you about things.” I snap. “No one cared when you screwed around because no one ever compared you to dad.”

Instantly, his expression shutters.

Fuck.

I slump back in my chair and heave out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Tate. I didn’t mean that.”

He shrugs and cracks a grin. “We never said you weren’t an asshole. But you’re our asshole, so…”

Incredibly, I find myself grinning back. That’s my brother, quick to forgive, even an asshole like me. Except, of course, any person who threatens Violet. Then forgiveness isn’t an option.

“Look.” I lean forward and clasp my hands, forearms on my knees. “It’s not just the company. Neither of you would let anyone hurt your women. I don’t want Chloe to be hurt. What do you think people will say about her?”

Tate cocks a brow. “I guess that’s up to you, isn’t it?”

I scrub my hands over my face. I’d give anything for my mind to be as clear and focused as it used to be. Not torn between competing priorities.

Cole laces his hands together over his stomach and leans back. “What did she say when you told her you were moving her?”

My body tenses like it does every time I picture the hurt in her expression. “That we should take a break.”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“No. I wanted to do damage control. She suggested a break so we could figure out our priorities.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

Fuck. When did my brother turn into a goddamn shrink? “I feel like shit. Is that what you want to hear?” Hands in my hair, I tug, relishing the pain. “But I need to get the company through all these big changes. We have to navigate these next few months, then Chloe and I can bring our relationship into the spotlight on our own terms.”

“And will she still be waiting once those things happen?” Tate asks.

My stomach lurches sickeningly. The possibility that she won’t be isn’t something I want to contemplate.

He props an ankle over a knee and drapes an arm along the back of the couch. “Because it sounds to me like you already know what your priority is. And it doesn’t seem like it’s Chloe.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


CHLOE


Iswirl dark paint on the canvas, a lock of hair hanging over pale gray eyes flanked by smile lines. As I sit back to inspect my work, my heart thuds painfully.

It’s been a week since I left King Plaza. Since I walked away from Roman. He messaged me that first night, but I was too confused, too full of conflicting emotions, to talk. I told him again that we should take some time apart. He seems to have taken me at my word. And I hate it.

I hate not talking to him, I hate not seeing him every day, and I hate the distance between us. But more than all of that, I hate that I’m a secret he has to protect. I don’t want to be a risk to his goals, and I can no longer wait around, hoping his priorities will change.

Yes, I can find another job. If I do, then maybe, given time for the world to forget I was ever his assistant, he’d be okay with shedding light on our relationship. But I don’t know if I’d ever feel completely confident in the strength of it, knowing he’ll always put the King Group first.

Working at Wright Construction has been… different. I’m in a similar role but reporting to one of their VPs. When Ethan dropped by on my first day, our conversation was a little awkward, considering how our one and only date ended. But apparently, he’s in a new relationship and happy, so we moved past that pretty quickly.

I miss seeing Sophie at work too. The last time we talked, she told me the official story is that I was moved so that a person from the King Group who was familiar with the joint project could be on hand for support. I’m not sure how many people actually buy it.

I wipe my paintbrush on an old rag, then set it down and head out of my room.

When I walk into the kitchen, I find Dad and Carol locked in an embrace and immediately stumble to a halt.

They don’t notice me right away, but when I clear my throat, they leap apart. I almost laugh at the expression on Dad’s face. He looks like a teenager being caught by his mom.

I cross my arms, playing up the role. “Care to explain yourselves?”

“It’s not what it looks like,” Dad says.

That sends me over the edge, a snort escaping me.

Carol covers her face with her hands, breaking into a fit of giggles. “Please don’t ground us!”

Her laughter is so infectious that it sets me off too. Despite the constant ache in my chest, seeing the two of them together makes me happy.

Dad looks between us, his brow furrowed. “You’re not mad?”

I catch my breath. “Why would I be?”

“Because it’s just been the two of us for so long.” He inhales deeply and lets it out again. “I hoped that since you seemed to be getting serious with your mysterious boyfriend, it wouldn’t be so much of a shock.”

My heart clenches. “Actually,” I hedge. “I’m not sure how that’s going to work out.”

Dad’s and Carol’s faces both fall.

“What happened, love?” he asks.

I can’t get into it right now. Not without falling apart. “It’s just one of those things. We have different priorities.”

“Does this have anything to do with your new job?”

There’s no hiding the way my breath catches.

Dad and Carol share a look, then Carol gives me a sympathetic smile.

“I’ll put on the kettle.”

While she goes to the kitchen, Dad shuffles over and pulls me in for a hug. “I saw the way you looked at each other. It wasn’t hard to guess who had you glowing.”

My eyes sting. “Are you angry?”

His brows shoot up. “No. Why would I be?”

“Because I got involved with my boss. Because I risked my job. I risked my ability to pay for your treatment.”

“Oh, love.” He lets out a heavy sigh and takes my hand, then guides me to the table. “It’s about time you started taking risks. It’s my fault you’ve been reluctant to do that before now.”

I shake my head, but he holds up his hand to stop me.

“It is. I relied on you when you were far too young for that burden. And I’ve been doing it ever since. It’s time for you to take risks, to spread your wings and soar. I want you to follow your dreams, whatever, or whoever, that might be.”

Emotion tightens my throat. “How do you know if a risk is worth taking?”

His gaze goes unfocused for a moment before it flickers to Carol, who’s moving around the kitchen. “I would say that if there’s even a small chance of achieving true happiness, go after it. Life’s too short to let something so precious slip away.”

When he looks back at me, I can’t help but give him a shaky smile. Despite how painful my days are, it warms me to see such contentment in him.

“Does he make you happy?”

“Yes,” I breathe out. “But I’m not sure I do the same for him. At least… not enough.”

Dad frowns, his brows pulled low. “What do you mean?”

For a moment, I’m silent, collecting my thoughts and watching as Carol places a tray with three cups of tea down on the table and puts one in front of me, then sits next to Dad.

“Thank you.” I take a steadying sip, still unsure of how to verbalize all the emotions roiling inside me.

“Why do you think you don’t make him happy enough, sweetie?” Carol asks.

A vision of his expression when I sketched him flashes behind my eyes, and my heart aches. “Because our priorities aren’t the same. Love isn’t what he wants most out of life.”

Dad’s jaw firms. “If he’s not prepared to make you his priority, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

My eyes sting. I shouldn’t be surprised by his support, but I get choked up all the same.

“He has his reasons, and they’re good ones. I just don’t know if they’re compatible with mine.”

He squeezes my hand. “You’ll always have me. No matter what. Just like I’ve always had you. And one day, you’ll meet a man who’ll realize his world doesn’t revolve around the sun, it revolves around you.”

I squeeze his hand back. “Love you, dad.”

Sitting back in my chair, I muster a weak smile.

“So, do I need to start looking for an apartment of my own?”

Carol’s eyes widen and she shakes her head. “This is your house, not mine.”

“Your home is here for as long as you want it,” Dad says. “But you’ve already given up so much for me, love. It’s time to put yourself first. If you want to stay, I absolutely want you here. If you want to enjoy being young and free again, then I’ll be behind you all the way. Whatever you do, I hope you’ll keep painting. Because you’ve been happier over the last few weeks than I’ve seen you in a long while.”

I nod, even as the truth presses into me, heavy and inescapable. I’ve loved painting again, but my happiness had just as much to do with Roman as it did with art.

And I’m not sure how to untangle the two
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I take a sip of my coffee and let out a contented sigh.

Lola grins. “Sounds like that was just what you needed.”

“It really was.”

“I’m so glad you called.” Sophie sits across from me at the small wooden-topped table, sipping her own coffee.

The smile I give her is small, but it’s genuine. “Me too. It’s about time my two besties met.”

When Lola called and said Jamie offered to look after Christopher for the morning so we could catch up for a girly brunch, I asked if I could invite Sophie too, knowing they’d get along well.

Sophie takes another sip and surveys the pastries at the table before selecting a Danish. “I miss catching up at lunch. The other day, I was so desperate for company, I asked Samson to join me. Never again. That guy spent the whole time talking about how amazing Cole is and how he wants to be like him one day. He has a serious man crush.”

Lola and I laugh, but Sophie’s expression turns serious. “How are you feeling about things now? Have you and Roman been talking?”

Even though it hurts to talk about him, having the ability to open up to both my friends is a relief.

“I’m okay. And no, we haven’t talked. I needed the space to really get perspective.”

“That makes sense,” Lola says.

“But it’s not easy.” I swallow, willing the ache inside me to subside. “Realizing you might not have meant as much to someone as you thought you did. It hurts.”

“Do you really think that’s the case?” Sophie rests her elbows on the table and leans closer. “Honestly, I was surprised at first that Roman actually made a move on you. For him, that’s a pretty epic statement. I can’t imagine you aren’t important to him.”

I run my finger up and down the smooth surface of my cup, keeping my gaze averted. “It’s just… I don’t know. He made it clear that the King Group has to come first. I understand where he’s coming from and why it’s so important to him, but gambling with my heart and livelihood, hoping that will change, that he’ll ever put love above work …” I shake my head. “Regardless, he needs to focus on getting through this, and I don’t want to make things worse for him.”

Sophie presses her lips together and studies me before speaking gently. “I don’t know that he’s focusing all that well, to be honest. Yes, he’s throwing himself into the EcoTech acquisition, but he seems… off. Like he’s there, but not really. It’s obvious he’s not okay. Even Tate seems worried.”

It makes my heart ache. “I miss him. But I need to protect myself. I don’t want to be a secret he hides from the world. Especially not one that threatens everything he’s been working toward his whole life. I want more. I need more.”

“You deserve more too.” Lola arches a brow and sinks her teeth into a croissant.

Sophie picks up her Danish and nibbles one corner. “It’s unfair how things turned out.”

“It isn’t fair.” Lola sets her pastry down and wipes her hands on her napkin. “But maybe this is a chance to find yourself again. With your dad feeling better and Carol in the picture now, this is the perfect time to figure out what you want to do with your life. What you really want to do, not what you think you should do. And you’re painting again. That’s the silver lining. I love the portrait of Christopher you’re doing.”

My heart lightens a little. I sent her a progress photo a couple of days ago. I’m rusty, so there’s definitely been some trial and error involved, but so far, I’m happy with it. When I’m painting, I forget about all my troubles. Well, except when I work on my portrait of Roman.

“You’re right,” I say, doing my best to ignore the pang in my chest. “I need to focus on what makes me happy.”

“Maybe this is the push you need,” she says. “Have you thought about getting your own place?”

“It could be a fresh start,” Sophie chimes in. “Maybe it’ll help the pain over Roman ease a little. If it’s meant to be, it’ll work out. But for now, you can focus on you.”

I dab at a flake of pastry on the plate in front of me. “I’ve thought about it. It’s too soon to move out. Not when this thing between Dad and Carol is so new and he’s still improving with his medication. But yes, if things continue to go well there, I might look at getting a place of my own. Somewhere with great light so I can set up a little painting space.”

Lola raises her coffee cup. “To new beginnings and rediscovering old dreams.”

Sophie lifts hers as well, joining in the toast. “To strong women taking control of their own destinies.”

I follow suit, tapping the rim of my cup to theirs, a chaotic mix of emotions swirling through me. “To happiness, in whatever form you find it.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


ROMAN


As I watch the rain trickle down the car window, I can’t help but think the weather matches my fucking mood. It’s been three weeks since Chloe left. No, it’s been three weeks since I sent her away.

Fuck. I rub my hand over my face.

“We’re here,” Phillip says, eyeing me in the rearview mirror. “I’ll pull in under the awning so you don’t get wet.”

“Thanks.” Like it’s been since that day in my office, my tone is hollow. I should be over the fucking moon. I’m about to get everything I’ve spent the last few years working toward. The last thing I should feel right now is empty—yet I do.

Tate and Cole are already here, waiting for me in the lobby.

“Are you ready?” I ask as I approach.

In unison, they turn and the three of us head toward the elevators. As we step up to the elevator bank, the doors of one car open and Haverscombe strides out, a scowl on his face.

He pulls up short when he sees us, and for the first time in days, a surge of satisfaction hits me.

“Sorry to hear your bid was unsuccessful, Roger.” I offer him a smile that does nothing to hide my satisfaction. “Let’s hope your share prices don’t take too big a hit when the news breaks.”

He narrows his eyes. “Playing dirty just like your father, I see.” He’s trying to get under my skin, but it won’t work. He messed with something he should never have messed with, and he better have learned his fucking lesson.

“Playing dirty? You mean like having photos taken of my assistant and me and feeding stories to the tabloids in an attempt to ruin my reputation before our bid? That kind of dirty?”

His nostrils flare.

“I bet Ellis didn’t appreciate your attempts to manipulate his decision.” Tate flicks an imaginary speck of dust off his sleeve. “I can’t imagine it would go well for you if the news were to spread within the industry either.”

I step forward, towering over Roger. “I assume Katherine suggested you use my assistant to get what you want. You should know better than to listen to her. She has her own agenda, and I can guarantee you, it’s to her benefit, not yours.”

Anger darkens his gaze. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak about my fiancée that way,” he bites out.

Fiancée? I can’t stop the genuine grin that spreads across my face. “Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials. I can’t think of a better match.” I side-step him and tug on the cuff of one sleeve. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have business to attend to.”

Cole and Tate file into the elevator behind me.

“That was fun,” Tate says once we’re safely ensconced in the stainless-steel box.

I straighten my tie. “It was.” Unfortunately, my good mood fades as quickly as the elevator ascends to the top floor.

Tate, likely sensing the change, clears his throat. “How’s Chloe?”

“I don’t know.” I focus on the numbers ticking over the door rather than looking at him.

“When was the last time you spoke to her?” Cole asks.

“Three weeks ago.”

He scoffs quietly. “Really?”

Annoyance flares in my chest. “We’re giving each other space.”

He shakes his head. “Tate, can you talk some sense into this guy?”

I scowl at him and then Tate.

“What the hell are you scared of, man?” my youngest brother asks.

Before I can respond, the elevator dings and the door slides open. I stride out first, then turn to face them, hands stuffed in my pockets. “You think I’m scared? I’m trying to do the best thing for the company. And for Chloe.”

“Don’t lie to yourself,” Cole says. “You’ve finally met a woman you care for and you’re fucking terrified.”

The annoyance quickly morphs into anger. “Terrified?”

His blue eyes are hard when they meet mine. “Yes. There’s nothing more terrifying than love. But seriously, it’s not dad’s shadow you need to step out from under. It’s your own. You don’t owe the company anything. You don’t owe us anything. You definitely don’t owe Ellis or whoever’s reading those damn tabloids anything. Who the hell are you trying to prove your point to?”

Hot knives slice through my ribs. “We’re going to be late.” Without waiting for them, I pivot and stride away.

They follow silently behind me until we get to the hotel’s conference room. Ellis and his lawyers are there and our legal team is as well. Since he’s staying here for the week, he requested that we meet here instead of King Plaza.

I greet Ellis, and after the three of us have shaken hands with him and his team, we sit.

Without preamble, Ellis clears his throat and begins. “Thank you for passing on the information regarding Roger’s unscrupulous dealings. I never seriously considered his bid, but at least I know not to do business with him in the future.” He focuses on me. “I hope Chloe wasn’t hurt by those ridiculous tabloid insinuations.”

I school my expression and smooth a hand down my tie. “She’s fine.”

“Good, good,” he says. “She’s a lovely young woman. She doesn’t deserve that kind of scrutiny.”

“Agreed,” I say. My tone is probably a little too terse, but I’m eager to move on from the topic of Chloe. “Are you ready to nail down these terms?”

Two hours later, Ellis preliminarily accepts the King Group’s offer. I roll my shoulders, expecting them to loosen. Instead, they remain just as tense. “Our lawyers will be in touch when the contract has been drawn up.”

There are handshakes all around, and before we part ways, Ellis gives me a friendly slap on the back. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

On the elevator ride down, the silence looms between my brothers and me.

“Ellis is right, you know,” Tate starts.

I glare at him, already knowing I’m not going to like what he’s about to say.

The look does nothing to deter him. “Chloe is a lovely young woman. She deserves better.”

“But the acquisition is all but a done deal now, so as long as you’re happy, that’s the important thing.” Cole’s eyes challenge me.

They know the truth. They know that the huge step we took today hasn’t made any difference. I’m still fucking miserable.

Before we step out of the hotel and into the rain, Cole stops me with a hand on my chest. “You’ve been so damn concerned about proving you’re not like Dad. Have you ever thought that the best way to do that is to embrace the things he never did? To fight for the stuff that truly matters?”

“Exactly.” Tate rocks back on his heels, his hands in his pockets. “What do you think would make him angrier, the way you’ve elevated the King Group’s status—while spending your life miserable and alone—or your ability to weather a potential scandal in the short-term while being in love and happier than he ever was?”

“Was I this insufferable when I was giving you advice?” I grit out.

“You were worse.” He lifts both brows, a smirk playing on his lips. “But you were right. There’s no double-standard here Roman. You told me to stop defining myself by Dad’s actions. Why not heed your own advice?”

Breath held, I look out, studying the heavy clouds.

Why the hell am I holding back? Dad isn’t even here anymore, and yet, he’s still influencing my decisions.

Things aren’t over between Chloe and me, but they could be if I don’t get my fucking head out of my ass and figure out what the hell my problem is.

“We’ve got your back,” Cole says. “All of us. Whatever you need.”

“I appreciate it.” My mind whirs, but finally I come to a decision. “I’ll see you back at the office. I’ve got something I need to do.”
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The rain has lessened to a dull drizzle by the time I find myself standing at Dad’s grave. The grass has already begun to grow over the dirt extending from the marble headstone.

Just the sight of his name etched in the stone sends a familiar surge of anger and resentment coursing through me.

My hands tighten into fists. Why did he have to be the man he was? Why couldn’t he have shown me something, anything, worth emulating?

I close my eyes, letting a slideshow of memories flicker through my mind. Dad’s constant lectures about money and power, the cold dismissals of any display of emotion—especially affection—and his relentless drive to mold me in his own image. His laughter when he revealed the truth about Katherine.

I’ve spent most of my adult life doing everything I can not to be him, yet here I am, letting my fear of turning into him ruin the best thing that ever happened to me.

An image of Chloe forms in my mind: her smile, her strength, her genuine care. I pushed her away to protect the King Group from scandal, to protect myself from being compared to my father. Maybe I was trying to protect her, too, but if I’m honest, I had my own interests at heart.

By letting fear and self-preservation win, all I’ve done is repeat history. I’m embracing the emotional detachment Dad drummed into me for decades, prioritizing the King Group’s image over my heart. Over her.

I picture Dad with that ever-present sneer, his disdain at the weakness he saw in me. And I think about my brothers—their lives now, the choices they’ve made. Choices that haven’t made them weak the way Dad predicted, but stronger than he ever was.

A single leaf drifts down, landing on the damp dirt in front of the headstone.

Chloe believes in me. Not the man molded by my father, but the man who wants to do better, be better.

I swallow down the trepidation still plaguing me. I won’t let fear keep me from becoming the man I want to be. The man who loves Chloe. Without reservation. Without concern for repercussions. I want a future with her—not one dictated by the sins of my father.

My heart throbs harshly with the overwhelming need to prove to her that what I said was true.

She’s safe with me.

I turn away from Dad’s final resting place and stride toward the cemetery gates without looking back. I’ve got a lot to do in the next few days.

It took me far longer than it should have, but I’ve finally got my priorities straightened out.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


CHLOE


Iunlock the front door, and when the delicious scent of Carol’s spaghetti Bolognese, which has quickly become Dad’s favorite meal, hits me, I can’t help but smile.

I pass the empty spot on the wall. It still feels strange not seeing his painting hanging there when I get home each day.

In the kitchen, Carol is shaking her booty in front of the stove while dad is on his phone.

When he hangs up, he turns to me, eyes bright. “The gallery called. Someone’s leased my painting, with an option to buy.”

Conflicting emotions flood me, happiness for Dad with a little bit of sadness for me. As wonderful as it is, this means I may have lost an important part of my history.

I shake my head and push away the thought, choosing to focus on the positive side. I give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “That’s wonderful. How much are they leasing it for?”

“I’m not sure yet. They’re going to send me the details shortly. But the gallery owner says it’s a substantial amount.”

“Maybe we should celebrate with a delicious meal and a glass of wine, then.”

The news and the incredible dinner are almost enough to ease the dull ache in my chest for an hour or so.

After we’ve cleaned up, I retire to my room and set up a fresh canvas. Along with buying some of my own, I’ve replaced the two I took from Dad. He’s started sketching again, and with any luck, it won’t be long before he’s ready to paint.

My finished portraits are propped against the wall. I need to take the one of Christopher to Lola, but I’m not sure what to do with the one of Roman. It hurts to look at it, but at the same time, the happiness in his expression fills me with warmth.

What is he doing right now? Does he think of me as often as I think of him? How is the EcoTech acquisition going? I hope he’s smiling wherever he is and whatever he’s doing.

I squeeze out a selection of paints onto my palette and pick up my paintbrush. Rather than painting someone in particular, I’m focused on relaxing. For now, I want to lose myself in the passion I gave up so many years ago.

Swirls of silver and yellow, blush pink and light gray make their way onto the canvas. The longer I paint, the easier it becomes. As the image takes shape, my hand falters and my throat tightens.

I put my brush down and stare at the face in front of me. A child’s face, a boy’s. One with pale blond hair and eyes the color of a wolf’s. A combination of my face and Roman’s. A new dream, not to replace the old, but adding to it.

I sit on my bed, a tear welling up and trailing hot down my cheek. God, I want this new dream. Loving Roman and being loved in return. The joy of painting. One day, maybe even the joy of creating a new life, one whose days will be full of love and happiness and as much security as we could provide.

I pick up my phone and pull up Roman’s number. My thumb hovers over the green Call button, but as another tear trickles down my cheek, followed by another, I lock the screen and throw the phone on the bed.

Why does love have to be so painful? Why can’t I just reach out and close the gap between us?

I slump back on my bed, focusing on the face I’ve just painted. In this moment, it all becomes clear.

I don’t want a love that’s hidden in the shadows. And I’m not sure if Roman will ever be prepared to love me in the light.
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It’s raining again. The umbrella helps, but halfway home from the bus stop, my shoes are soaked through.

As I approach our apartment block, a figure comes into view—someone sitting on the front steps. A man. I frown in confusion, and then my pulse leaps. Has Dad been locked out? I quicken my pace, but after only a few strides, I realize the person waiting is too big to be Dad.

The closer I get, the faster my heart races. Roman’s dark hair hangs wet over his eyes, his white shirt plastered to his chest, completely see-through. He sits with his legs bent, forearms resting on his knees, head bowed.

“Roman?”

At the sound of my voice, his head jerks up, and he stands. Having his eyes on me for the first time in four weeks sends the dormant butterflies in my stomach whirling around once more.

I take a hesitant step closer, unable to stop myself from drinking him in. “What are you doing here?”

He seems to be having the same problem, his gaze slowly tracing over my features as if he’s memorizing every detail. “I have something for you.”

With those words, the hope that he’s here to confess his undying love and beg me to come back dims.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “What is it?”

He picks up a plastic-wrapped package from the steps and approaches, holding it out to me. As I reach for it, his fingers ghost over mine and prickles of heat ripple up my arm.

“It’s my Forbes interview,” he says.

I finally look down at the package, finding a magazine beneath the clear plastic covering. I glance up at him, confused.

“I’d like you to read it.” Without waiting for my response, he moves past me.

I stop him with a hand on his arm, my fingers curling over damp fabric. His skin is hot, even through his wet shirt.

“How are you?” I ask softly.

“I hope I’ll be better soon.”

I thought he might tell me he’s been miserable without me, the way I’m miserable without him. But at his response, my heart drills into my stomach. Is this his way of letting me know he’s moving on?

Swallowing, I nod, doing my best to hide the hurt piercing through me. “That’s… good.”

He studies me for a beat, then brushes a strand of hair away from my cheek. The gesture is so familiar, so intimate, that warmth seeps beneath my skin.

“Read the interview, Chloe,” he says quietly. “I hope you’ll like it.”

And then, with the barest shadow of a smile, he’s gone, striding down the street toward his town car. Until now, I hadn’t noticed it parked there. He could have stayed inside, stayed warm and dry while waiting for me. Instead, he sat out here in the rain.

More warmth spreads through me. Clutching the damp plastic wrapping protecting the magazine, I head inside. The need to know why Roman insisted I read his Forbes interview is impossible to ignore. I was there when it was conducted; what could he possibly want me to learn?

After unlocking the door to the apartment, I call out for Dad or Carol, but there’s no answer.

I grab a paper towel to dry the dripping-wet plastic, then hurry to my bedroom. After changing out of my work clothes into yoga pants and a T-shirt, I sit cross-legged on my bed, heart racing as I pull out the magazine.

My chest tightens painfully as I study the close up of Roman’s face on the cover. God, he’s so incredibly gorgeous—those piercing eyes staring straight into the camera, the strong line of his jaw, the seductively masculine curve of his lips.

He’s so perfect it hurts.

Flipping through the pages, I find his interview. But when I take in the accompanying photo spread, my breath stalls.

There he is, standing with his back to the wall inside the foyer of King Plaza. With his hands resting casually in the pants pockets of his immaculately tailored charcoal suit, he exudes effortless confidence. And behind him, hanging in pride of place, is my father’s painting.

Dad’s vision of Manhattan waking up to a brand-new day.

With shaking hands, I start reading.

The article, Breaking the Mold: How Roman King is Redefining Success, begins with an overview of Roman’s rise to CEO and his father’s controversial legacy. I skim through the interview, already knowing the questions and answers.

But toward the end of the page, my eyes catch on an italicized note.

The next section of the interview was conducted at a later date following events that have significantly impacted Roman King and his leadership at the King Group. We revisited our conversation to capture his insights and reflections during this time.


My throat goes dry as I continue reading.

Interviewer: Thank you for speaking with us again, Roman. Following your father’s passing, how do you view the renewed scrutiny around his legacy and its impact on your leadership?

Roman: There’s no doubt my father’s legacy is a complicated one. It’s taught me valuable lessons—some through his successes, but mostly through his mistakes. Now, I’m focused on building something new: a company that values integrity and innovation as much as profits. We’re not erasing the past but using it to shape a better future.

I swallow hard, my fingers tightening on the magazine as the tension in my chest intensifies.

Interviewer: The media continues to draw parallels between you and your father. How do you respond to that?

Roman: Comparisons are unavoidable, but they miss the mark. I’ve learned from my father’s mistakes, and now I’m forging my own path. Transparency isn’t just about business—it’s about being honest in all areas of life. That’s how trust is built, and that’s what matters most to me. Success in business doesn’t have to come at the expense of personal values.

Interviewer: There’s been speculation about your personal life in the media recently. How do you respond to the scrutiny and balance personal matters with your leadership role?

Roman: Relationships, especially the meaningful ones, shape who we are. I’ve learned that trying to separate personal integrity from professional leadership is a mistake. The people we choose to have by our side influence our values and decisions in powerful ways. Yes, I’m in a relationship. While I prefer to keep the details private, for obvious reasons, I refuse to deny it—or its importance in my life. It’s a connection rooted in mutual respect and understanding, and it’s something I’m deeply grateful for.

A tremor runs through me. He didn’t just acknowledge our relationship—he claimed it publicly.

Interviewer: The painting behind you stands out. Why did you choose it as the backdrop for this interview?

Roman: It’s more than just a beautiful work of art. It symbolizes new beginnings and the possibilities they provide. Each new day is a chance to redefine ourselves, regardless of the mistakes and the challenges that have come before. This painting embodies the potential for transformation, a theme that I hope I, and the King Group, will continue to demonstrate.

Interviewer: So what does the future hold for you and the King Group?

Roman: Professionally, my goal is to steer our company into a future where we lead by example in sustainability and ethics. On a personal level, recent experiences have taught me the invaluable role of genuine human connections. Being true to myself and valuing those around me—I’d like to think that’s the truth of where my father and I differ.

Oh my God.

The magazine falls to my lap, and my heart almost bursts from my chest. He told the world about us—shining a light on our relationship for everyone to see. And he leased Dad’s painting, giving it pride of place in the King Group’s headquarters.

My head and heart are so full I can barely think. All I know is that I have to see him.

Right now.

I leap from my bed, pull on a pair of sneakers, and snatch up the magazine. The front door opens just as I leave my room, and Dad and Carol step in.

Dad’s face lights up when he sees me. “I found out who leased my painting today—well, he’s actually bought it now. You’ll never guess who it is.”

“It’s Roman.”

He blinks at me, and I can’t help the slightly hysterical laugh that bubbles up.

I thrust the magazine at him. “I have to go, but you should read this.” Wrapping a gleeful-looking Carol in a quick hug, I kiss her cheek. “I’ll be back.”

“Don’t rush.” She winks knowingly.

Only when the rain hits my face do I realize I didn’t grab an umbrella. But I can’t bring myself to go back for it. My urge to see Roman, to touch him again, is too strong. I just hope I don’t miss the bus.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


ROMAN


There’s no knock on my office door before it flies open. I barely have time to stand and step out from behind my desk before Chloe is standing two feet in front of me, dripping on my carpet. Her beautiful ocean eyes search mine in fast, dazed flicks.

After delivering the early copy of my Forbes interview to her, I returned to the office, changed out of my wet clothes, and tried to distract myself with work. But I’ve been checking my phone every few minutes to make sure I haven’t missed her call.

Except she didn’t call. She came all the way here, in the rain.

My heart kicks hard against my ribs. She’s soaked through, her pale hair plastered to her head, her clothes clinging to her body. And still, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

Through the open door behind her, I get a flash of Sophie standing in front of Chloe’s desk, a broad grin on her face.

“Close the door,” I bark.

Sophie scurries closer and does so quickly and quietly, though I catch a glimpse of that grin still on her face.

Once we’re alone, I focus on Chloe again. This woman ran through the rain to get here. Knowing that has my ribs constricting.

“I thought you might call.” My voice comes out unexpectedly gruff, a reflection of the tightness in my chest.

She swallows audibly, her throat working. “I needed to see you.”

I step closer, cupping her face and wiping away a stray raindrop with my thumb. When another one replaces it, I realize it’s not a raindrop. It’s a tear.

“Don’t cry, sweetheart.” I smooth away more tears, my thumb lingering on her cheek. “I want you to be happy. I want you to feel safe with me. And I’m so fucking sorry I ever made you feel like you weren’t. The interview… I needed to make sure you have no doubts about what you mean to me. How much I need you.”

She grips the front of my shirt, more tears spilling over. “But the EcoTech acquisition…”

I smile down at her. “The contract was signed this morning.”

Her eyes flash to mine. “Won’t Ellis be angry when he finds out about us?”

“He already knows. I told him before the legal documents were drawn up.”

Lips parting, she exhales a small gasp. “And he was okay with it?”

“I explained exactly how I feel about you. How damn happy you make me. I told him if he had a problem with the two of us, then perhaps we weren’t the right company to acquire EcoTech after all.”

This time her mouth drops open, disbelief flickering in her eyes, followed quickly by a blaze of hope. “You did?”

In answer, I pull her close and wrap my arms around her. “I did. Nothing, and no one, is worth giving you up.” I drop my head and breathe her in. “Ellis understood.”

“And Dad’s painting?”

I smile against her damp hair. “I loved it the moment I saw it, and now I understand why. It makes me feel like redefining ourselves is as easy as opening our eyes to a new day and embracing its opportunities. It’s what you and I are doing—what my family and the King Group are doing…” I shake my head, a faint smile tugging at my mouth. “It belongs where everyone can see it.”

Her lower lip trembles. “So everyone knows about us?”

I dust my thumb over her mouth. “Everyone important. I want to be with you, Chloe. Once I realized it’s as simple as that, it all became clear. I don’t want my father’s twisted lessons to destroy my future with you. I won’t let his ghost steal our happiness.”

Fresh tears overflow. “You want a future with me?”

Fuck. The thread of uncertainty in her voice is like a knife slicing between my ribs. It’s my fault it’s there. I hid her away when I should have been shouting to the world how I feel about her.

I pull back a fraction, wrapping my hand around her nape. “If I haven’t made it clear, I love you. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but if I had to make every single one of them again to end up here with you, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

Her lashes flutter closed. When they open again, her eyes shine so brightly I can barely breathe.

“I love you too. You made me feel secure enough to take risks, to ask for what I really wanted, to embrace the unknown rather than run from it.” She sniffles. “I don’t want a life that’s just about playing it safe. I want to color outside the lines, to take risks and create something new and unique. I know with you beside me, anything I create—anything we create—will be beautiful.”

I press my mouth to hers, pouring every bit of emotion that’s built up inside me into the kiss. Every ounce of longing and desire and love I’ve experienced since the very first time I saw her in that elevator. Her lips, soft and sweet, part for me, and when I slide my tongue between them to claim her mouth, she moans. We cling to each other like we’ve both been starved, heat and need crackling between us as we desperately try to get closer. We haven’t touched in four long, brutal weeks.

By the time we break apart, we’re breathless.

With her flushed cheeks and swollen lips, there’s no way I can hold off until I get her back to my place.

I stab the intercom. “Sophie. Make sure everyone knows we’re not to be disturbed, then head home for the day.”

She giggle-snorts in response. “Of course, Mr. King.” Her tone is mostly level as she addresses me, but her pitch rises as she says, “Chloe, I’ll talk to you tomorrow!”

Chloe covers her face with her hands. “Everyone will know what we’re doing in here.”

I hook my thumbs into the waistband of her damp yoga pants and peel them down her legs, then pick her up and deposit her in my chair. Bracing one hand on the back, I hover my lips over hers.

“Ask me if I care.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


ROMAN


“Are you ready?” I ask.

Chloe slides me a nervous look from the corner of her beautiful eyes.

We’re standing at the back door of Mom’s Westchester estate, about to join my family for lunch on the east lawn. It’s been a week since I proved to this woman that I wouldn’t hide my love for her anymore, but this is the first time we’ll be attending an event as a couple. Even if it’s just lunch with my family.

I cup her jaw, turning her face up to mine. “Do you have any idea how happy they are that you’re coming today? They’ve been waiting a long time for me to find someone, and they already know and like you. You have nothing to worry about. I promise.”

She relaxes into me, and I brush my mouth against hers, savoring the ability to do it whenever and wherever I want. No more hiding, no more pretending. Those days are over.

She loops her arms around my waist and squeezes. “I’m worried about what your mom will think. After your dad…”

I shake my head. “She has to live with her own past transgressions. She doesn’t have room to judge. And anyway, she knows this isn’t anything like what happened with Dad. I’m nothing like him, and you’re nothing like Katherine or any of Dad’s other conquests.”

With one finger, I trace a line down the satin soft skin of her cheek. I’m suddenly overwhelmed by the desire to skip lunch and take her home so I can enjoy her instead. There’ll be another lunch next month. Maybe I should keep Chloe to myself for a little longer.

That thought is derailed when she firms her lips and pulls her shoulders back. “I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

Though I’m slightly disappointed, I can’t help but laugh. “Why do you make having a meal with my family sound like we’re about to go into battle?”

Expression softening, she presses a warm palm to the side of my face. “Do you have any idea how much I love it when you laugh?” Her fingers trace higher. “When your eyes crinkle and I can see your smile lines.”

I capture her hand and press a kiss to her wrist. “Are you calling me old, sweetheart?”

She leans against me. “Never. You’re perfect.”

We’ve never really talked about our almost-fifteen-year age difference. To be honest, once I got to know her—once I stopped fighting the pull between us—it barely registered, except when I worried about how others might see it. But Chloe’s never been defined by her age. Her strength, her maturity, and the way she approaches life make it irrelevant. Now, I don’t give a fuck what anyone else thinks. We’re perfect for each other, and that’s all that matters.

I kiss her again, lingering over it. I don’t much care if we’re late. My brothers have been late or disappeared in the middle of an event more times than I can count since they met Delilah and Violet, so they can’t exactly complain.

Eventually, though, I force myself to step back and take her hand. “Let’s go. The sooner we get in there, the sooner I can get you home.”

Her laugh is light, the nervousness shrouding her expression dissipating.

The table in the middle of the lawn is full, and as we approach, happy chatter and laughter float through the air.

My ribs draw tight. A few short years ago, I never would have dreamed this kind of scene would be possible. That our painfully cold, dreaded monthly catchups with Mom could become this.

Cole, Delilah, Lottie, Tate, Violet, Mom, and Miles. All of them relaxed and smiling, enjoying the sunshine, the good food and wine, the company.

“Roman! Chloe!” Tate calls.

Every head turns our way.

Nervous once more, Chloe blows out a breath.

I squeeze her hand. “See? They’re happy you’re here.”

By the time we reach the table, Cole has already pulled out a chair for her next to Delilah, who’s holding a sleeping Lottie. She thanks him as she sits, and I take the empty seat next to her.

“I’m so glad you came,” Delilah says. Her smile is so warm and genuine, there’s no doubting her sincerity.

Chloe’s posture relaxes. “I’m very happy to be here.”

She turns her attention to Mom. “Thank you very much for the invitation, Mrs. King.”

Mom nods. “You can call me Beverly, dear. And you’re welcome. I’m glad you could come.”

While her smile is more reserved than Delilah’s, it’s real.

My own muscles loosen. Even with all the changes I’ve witnessed in my family over the last few years, it’s still sometimes hard to believe we’ve come this far. That maybe for all of us, the pretense is over.

Maybe our family didn’t really exist until Dad was removed from it.

As Delilah and Chloe chat, drawing Violet and Mom into their conversation, Tate leans close.

“Wine?” he asks, holding a bottle of white.

“Thanks.” I pick up my glass and hold it out to him.

“You look happy,” he murmurs.

My chest is light as I shoot him a grin. “I am. I guess it was time I found out what that felt like.”

He laughs and shakes his head. “So tell me, is it true that the last domino falls the hardest?”

He’s referencing a conversation we had at Cole and Delilah’s wedding. One where I told him I had no desire to fall for anyone.

I watch Chloe laugh, her head tipped back, exposing the slender column of her neck. “Not sure it would be possible to fall harder.”

He nods but thankfully doesn’t dwell on the subject. I’m not sure if I have the words to describe what I feel for her. He knows anyway. Both of my brothers do. They experienced it first.

“Are you looking forward to the Genesis-1 opening next week?” Miles ask from his seat next to Mom. Over the past few months, we’ve seen more and more of him. And I’m glad. He’s a genuinely good man. Not the richest, not with Dad’s looks, but he treats mom with the utmost respect and care.

And she never once looked at Dad the way she looks at Miles. Like she loves him, like she trusts him to love her back, to protect her from the hurts the world can sometimes inflict.

“We are,” I reply. “It’s been a long time coming, but it’s fully sold. We can’t ask for more than that.”

“The groundbreaking on the London Genesis-1 is happening next month too,” Cole says.

“We’ll have to get those VR units sent over quickly, then.” Tate smirks.

“How about you, Violet?” I ask. “Are you ready to expand True Brew internationally?”

She laughs, her eyes dancing. “Not sure I’m quite there yet. Let’s see how things go with two shops to begin with.”

Chloe has gone quieter, though her demeanor is relaxed and her expression is serene. I lay my arm along the back of her chair and run my fingers across her bare shoulder. She startles a little, but no one else around the table blinks an eye.

Being openly affectionate is new for both of us. Even with Katherine, I never behaved this way. Everything about this relationship is different. I’m beyond grateful that Katherine and I didn’t last, and now I can see why I had no desire to commit to anyone else in the years after the divorce. It was because I was waiting for this.

I was waiting for her.

“How’s your father doing, Chloe?” Mom asks. “I adore the painting Roman bought for King Plaza. I thought I might like something similar for the house. Has he started taking commissions?”

Chloe lights up the way she always does when she talks about her dad and his art. “He’s doing really well. He’s been sketching a lot, and just this week, he started his first painting. It’s slow going for now because he hasn’t done it for so long, and he has to make sure he doesn’t push himself too hard. But he’s so happy. I’m not sure when he’ll be ready to take commissions, but I can tell him you’re interested.”

“Please do.” Mom smiles, her normally piercing eyes warm.

Violet leans forward, head tilted. “And what about your own painting?”

When I had Chloe’s dad’s piece hung in the lobby of King Plaza, I told my brothers what it meant to me, and I may have mentioned Chloe’s own aspirations. Apparently, at least Tate has passed that on.

I raise my brow at him, and in return, he gives me an unapologetic grin.

Chloe doesn’t seem bothered, though. “I’ve done a couple of pieces recently, but I’m rustier than my dad.” Her carefree laugh ripples over me. “I’m hoping to eventually find an apartment with a space with natural light that I can dedicate to painting.”

I tense. Before now, she hasn’t mentioned moving. I have some serious thoughts about that. But I’ll have to wait until after lunch to broach the topic.

“You know,” my almost sister-in-law says. “I’ve started featuring local artists on the walls of True Brew. I’d love to display some of your work once you’re ready.”

“Really?” Chloe’s cheeks turn pink. “That would be amazing. Although I’ll need more practice before I’ll have something worthy of showing anyone.”

“Of course. Just let me know when you want to go ahead, and we’ll make it happen.”

As lunch continues on, I sit back and drink in the moment. For the first time I can remember, I’m completely relaxed while being surrounded by my whole family. There’s no distance, no resentment, no regret. Mom, Cole, Tate, me—we’re all exactly where we should be, with people we actually want to be with.

Chloe’s words come back to me. Shared blood may mean two people are related, but love is what makes a family. We may not say it out loud—and in some cases it may even be layered under years of neglect—but right now, I feel it. Love binds this family together.

She also said that love means doing what needs to be done, even if it’s hard. Even if it’s giving up something important.

She was right about that too. Giving up my obsession with proving myself different from—better than—Dad was as easy as opening my hand and letting go. Because I couldn’t hold on to her while holding on to it.

I wrap my fingers around the back of Chloe’s neck and when she turns to me, her warm, bright expression heats my whole body. She mouths I love you, the silent words powerful enough to still my heart.

Somehow, despite all my past mistakes, I have her. I never believed another person could make me smile or laugh or show me what true happiness feels like the way she has. I’ve spent my whole life keeping people at a distance, guarding my heart. But she breached my defenses without even trying.

There was never any guarding against her.
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CHAPTER SIXTY


CHLOE


Roman’s quiet as he drives back to his place from Westchester.

Lunch was lovely once my nerves dissipated. Everyone was welcoming, even his mom, who I was most worried about.

He seemed relaxed and happy as well, the sight of which always buoys me. The beautiful house and grounds had my fingers itching to pick up a paintbrush. It’s an urge I’m still getting used to after suppressing it for years.

It wasn’t until Roman ignited my passion for him that my passion for art was reignited. Now, apart from spending time with him and Dad and Carol, as well as Lola and Sophie, it’s the thing I look forward to the most.

These days, the once seemingly impossible dream of being an artist like Dad seems a lot closer than before.

That thought triggers another. This week has been a whirlwind, and I’ve been so distracted that I haven’t even considered asking before now. “How much did you actually buy Dad’s painting for?”

He glances at me, then quickly back to the road. “He didn’t tell you?”

“No. I’d just finished reading the Forbes interview when he told me. I was on my way out to see you, so I may have had other things on my mind.”

I smile at him, savoring the upward tilt of his lips.

“Before I tell you, I want to be absolutely clear—the price I paid had nothing to do with his connection to you. I would have paid exactly the same if I’d seen it hanging in a gallery without knowing who the artist was. I love that fucking painting.”

My pulse speeds up. “You’re freaking me out. How much did you pay?”

He clears his throat, looking adorably nervous, a rare expression for such a confident man.

“Six hundred and fifty thousand.”

All the air escapes my lungs. “What?”

Hands tightening on the steering wheel, he side-eyes me. “Your dad is incredibly talented. I leased the painting first to make sure it fit well in the foyer, and to make sure it was available for the Forbes photoshoot. Once I confirmed how incredible it looked hanging there, though, I had to have it for good.”

I blink at him, my heart beating a rapid tattoo in my chest. “You know that’s life-changing money, right?”

“I’m aware. He deserves to have his life changed. No more worrying about treatment costs. No more worrying about his daughter working to pay his bills. No more pressure. He can live his dream again.” He shoots me a look. “And you can figure out what yours is.”

I drop back against the soft leather of the car seat, focused on steadying my breathing.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“Just a little in shock. But I’m happy. For him and you.” I smile to myself. “And I still get to see my favorite painting all the time.”

“You never did tell me why it’s your favorite.”

Warmth blooms inside me like it does every time I look at the piece. “When Dad was painting it, I’d sit and watch him. One day, when he’d almost finished, he asked if I wanted to add my own personal touch to it.”

Roman’s eyes flash my way. “What did you add?”

I grimace, hands clasped in my lap. “You can’t laugh. Remember, I was still young.”

Brow arched, he focuses on the road again. “I’m not going to laugh.”

“If you look very carefully at one of the top windows of one of the tallest skyscrapers, you’ll see a tiny couple kissing.”

He laughs, damn him.

I narrow my gaze at him. “I was brought up on Disney movies. On princes and princesses and happily ever afters. What else would I paint? Skyscrapers are the closest thing we have to castles in New York.”

“I fucking love it,” he says. “A prince and princess finding love in a Manhattan castle. Is that why he chose that name?”

“Uh-huh.” I smile at the memory. “I said I was worried they might be lonely in their castle with no one else around. He told me that the prince and princess’s kingdom might look empty, but as soon as the new day dawned, it would be full of all the people they loved.”

One corner of his mouth turns up. “I can’t think of anything more appropriate to hang on the wall of King Plaza.”

A laugh bubbles out of me. “It’s bizarrely perfect.” By the time we get back to his apartment building, any tension he held when we left his mother’s house seems to have eased.

Since we’re in his personal car, we park in the garage under the building, though there isn’t even a glimmer of concern that he’s doing it because he wants to hide me away. Not after he’s already walked me through the foyer of his building with our hands joined for everyone to see. He even kissed me openly while we waited for the elevator to arrive.

He kisses me again now as we ascend to his penthouse. Already, he’s made a habit of putting his hands on me as often as he can, and I do the same. And as always, by the time we get to the top, I’m ready for more of his touch.

He backs me across the living room, never taking his hands or his mouth off me. Once we get to his bedroom, he doesn’t waste any time stripping me out of my clothes, then shucking his as well.

“Lie down.” The intensity in the way he’s looking at me is unlike anything I’ve seen from him before. It sends the best kind of shiver down my spine.

As soon as I’m on my back on his big bed, he picks up his discarded pants and pulls the leather belt from its loops.

My heart lurches and my breath stalls. He’s not going to ask to use that on me, is he? I’m not very good with pain.

As if he can read my mind, his expression softens. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I have no intention of marking your pretty skin with anything but my mouth.” He holds the belt up. “Will you let me restrain you? Just your wrists, nothing else. And I’ll untie you the minute you tell me to.” 

Oh god. My hips squirm at the idea of being restrained and at Roman’s mercy. I don’t have to even think about it. I know I’m safe with him. “Okay.” 

With a smile curling his mouth, he leans over me, taking my hands in his and looping his belt around my wrists. 

“Keep them over your head.”

My pulse flutters at the base of my throat as I do what I’m told.  

Once he’s bound them together, he steps back and assesses me. “So beautiful.”

I arch my back at the admiration in his voice.

Angling over me, he grazes his lips over mine once, twice, before pressing deeper. His kiss scorches through me, and when I moan, he growls his approval. 

His mouth moves to my jaw, then my neck, and his hand slips between my legs. 

I gasp in response to the sensation, and he focuses on my face, watching my reaction as he runs his fingers over me. He trails them softly over my inner thighs, then slides them into my slick heat, circling my entrance, before slowly dragging them up and down—but never with any pressure where I need it.

I angle my hips, desperate for more, but he only pulls away.

“Roman.”

His eyes flare. “Don’t move, and I promise I’ll make you feel good.”

I lace my fingers and press them into the mattress, waiting with bated breath as he dips back into me. 

“You’re fucking dripping, sweetheart.”

When he strokes his finger over me again, my thighs quiver. 

“This perfect little cunt needs to be fucked badly, doesn’t it?” 

I squeeze my eyes shut and stifle another moan.

With his warm hands pressed into my inner thighs, he pushes them apart, leaving me wide open for his perusal. 

“Hmm. Which hole should I fuck tonight, do you think?”

My eyes fly open, and I get lost in his dark stare. 

“Does the thought of being fucked in the ass scare you?”

Pulse racing, I wet my lips. Does it? Maybe, but not as much as I thought it would. Not when it’s Roman.

“No,” I whisper.

His jaw clenches. “Fuck, Chloe.” He crushes his mouth to mine again, a kiss that sends flames lapping over my skin. A kiss that promises so much—pleasure, passion, tenderness. 

“Soon,” he growls. “I’ll take your tight little ass soon. But I want something else from you tonight.”

He shifts, moving down my body, sliding his hands under my thighs and pressing his tongue against my entrance, dipping the tip in before slowly licking all the way up and sucking my clit into his mouth.

I try unsuccessfully to suppress a low whine.

He does it again and again until I’m writhing under him. As I find myself dangerously close to the edge, he stops, sits back, and reaches into his bedside table. 

My body deflates at the loss of his touch, and when he pulls an item out, all I can do is stare at it.

It’s long, slightly curved, and appears to be made of glass orbs fused together, gradually tapering from one end to the other. The size and shape of it leave no doubt as to its intended purpose.

I swallow. “Is that… Is it glass? That seems a little… dangerous.”

He chuckles. “It’s tempered glass. It won’t break. But it will feel very, very good inside you.”

He runs the cool tip over my heated flesh, sending a shiver rippling up my spine. When he circles it around my entrance, a breath shudders out of me. But when he pushes it slowly inside, I gasp at the sensation of the smooth, hard, rounded end of it stretching me open.

If Roman hadn’t positioned himself between my thighs, my natural reaction would have been to slam them shut. But since I trust him, I take a deep breath and relax. Right away, my body begins to adjust as my nerve endings spark to life again. 

With his focus fixed on my pussy, he pulls the glass dildo out slowly, then pushes it back in, the cool ridges rubbing deliciously against me.

My eyes roll back in my head. God, I’m going to lose my mind.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were planning on moving out?” 

I blink up at him in confusion. Before I can formulate a coherent thought, he twists the toy so that the end slides over my G-spot, and I moan.

“I-It’s just an idea at the moment.”

He returns to sliding it in and out, maintaining the perfect rhythm. With each movement, pleasure builds and coils deep inside me. But without any stimulation to my clit, it doesn’t go anywhere.

“You’re going to move in with me,” he says. “If you’re not living with your dad anymore, I want you living with me.”

He pushes into me with a little more force to punctuate the command.

“Roman.” I shudder. “It’s too soon for us to live together.”

One finger brushes over my clit with the slightest pressure, and tendrils of need tighten in my core.

“Please,” I beg, head thrown back.

Another thrust, another brush of his finger. “Look at me, Chloe.”

With more effort than it should take, I force myself to focus. His eyes are dark, the intensity burning through me.

“Move in with me.”

I bite my lip. “It’s too soon.”

He dips his head and flicks his tongue over where I’m begging to be touched, and I cry out. 

“It’s not too soon. You know it just as well as I do. You belong here, in my bed, in my home. Our home.”

My head spins, but my heart screams at me to admit the truth. I do belong here. With him.

His tongue finds my clit again, swiping across it with just enough pressure to have me teetering on the edge without pushing me over. My body’s wound so tight by now that I’m trembling.

Too desperate and needy to fight what we both want, I release a ragged breath. “Yes, okay. When I move out of Dad’s, I’ll move in here.”

His eyes flash with triumph. “Good girl. Now show me again how pretty you are when you come.”

Still working me over with the toy, he sucks my clit between his lips. Instantly, I explode. As the orgasm slams into me, my back bows off the bed. Heat and pleasure radiate from my core in a tornado that steals the air from my lungs.

The hard pulse of my channel around the unyielding glass buried inside it feels so incredible that my climax seems to be never-ending. And through it all, Roman sucks and licks me.

Weak, shaky, I ride out the sensation. When I feel silky strands between my hands, I realize I’ve moved my arms and I’m clutching at his hair.

Gaze meeting mine, he gives me a lazy grin, his mouth and chin wet. He gently pulls the toy out of me and holds it up.

At the slickness, the evidence of my pleasure, my cheeks heat.

He touches the tip to my lips. “Taste how sweet you are.”

I hesitate for just a moment, then open for him.

Slowly, he eases the smooth glass end into my mouth and across my tongue. I’ve tasted myself on his lips before, so I don’t flinch. Instead, I keep my eyes locked on his and suck, hollowing my cheeks.

His pupils dilate. “You’re so fucking sexy.”

I shiver at the dark tone of his voice. He’s been controlled so far, playing me to get what he wanted, but his control is fraying, and I love it.

Releasing the toy with a pop, I hold my hands up. “Can you take this off? I need to touch you.”

He makes quick work of the belt and the minute I’m free, my fingers are roaming over the smooth skin of his shoulders, the ridges of his abs, the trail of hair that leads to his hard cock.

He grips my wrist before I can wrap my fingers around him and presses a gentle kiss to the tender skin on the inside of it.

Butterflies flutter and twirl around my stomach. “Roman?”

The emotion in his expression makes my heart stutter.

“I love you,” he says, his voice raw. 

The sincerity there tightens my chest. “I love you too. So much.”

“The minute you smiled at me in that elevator, I was lost.” As he speaks, he presses his erection between my legs.

I let them fall open, welcoming him.

“You showed me what love feels like when I’d given up on ever experiencing it.” He pushes inside me.

Breath catching, I grasp his biceps.

He lowers his head, his hair tickling the base of my throat as his lips move against my skin. “You changed my life without even trying.”

Tears prick the backs of my eyes as he rocks into me. I thought I wanted him to lose control, but this… this slow, tender lovemaking, the way he’s confessing his feelings, how he’s felt from the start, is more beautiful than I can comprehend.

The pleasure builds with every thrust, with every murmured word, and so do my emotions. He brackets my head with his forearms, our gazes holding.

As I reach my peak, tears spill over my lower lashes. I can barely breathe as my orgasm rolls over me in a tumbling wave.

Roman’s eyes burn into me as he sweeps the tears from my temples with his thumbs. “You’re so beautiful.”

His movements turn erratic then, and he drops his forehead to mine as his big body shudders and he comes inside me.

Our breaths mingle, our hearts beat in sync, and our mouths hover a fraction of an inch apart. 

Here, surrounded by him, filled by him, I’ve never felt safer. 

I cup his cheeks, loving the faint rasp of stubble against my palms. “I can’t get enough of this with you.”

His chest vibrates against me. “Then I hope you’re ready for what comes next.”

I tip my head back, my brows drawing together. “What comes next?”

Mouth pressing to mine, he kisses me slowly, softly, the sensation so perfect it makes my toes curl. 

He’s smiling when he pulls back. “Forever, sweetheart. What comes next is forever.”
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EPILOGUE
CHLOE


With a hand on my back, Roman guides me through the large glass doors.

The gallery is full of people with champagne flutes in hand as they admire the paintings hanging throughout the space.

Excitement prickles over my skin. I can’t believe this moment is here. So much has changed in the year since I moved in with Roman.

If I thought my heart was full before, it’s bursting now.

I look up at Roman’s too-handsome face. “Let’s find Dad and Carol.”

Lips curving, he nods toward the bar. “Looks like they’re holding court over there.” He clasps my hand in his big one and leads me toward the small group gathered around the guest of honor.

“Chloe,” Dad calls when he sees me, a wide smile making his eyes crinkle.

The people around him part, and I throw my arms around him. Breathing in the familiar scents of paint and turpentine has joy radiating through me.

“I’m so proud of you,” I whisper in his ear.

He squeezes me tight. “I owe it to you, love. You took care of me when I couldn’t take care of myself. I’d be spoiling you now if you didn’t already have someone doing that job for me.”

He lets me go as Roman steps up beside me.

With his hand out, the beautiful man who escorted me tonight says, “Congratulations, Rick. Looks like opening night is a success.”

“More than I could have imagined.”

Carol embraces me next, then steps back and holds me by the upper arms. “You look absolutely stunning.”

My cheeks heat, and I glance down, smoothing my hands over my blue satin sheath dress. “This old thing?”

She laughs. “You make that old thing look brand new.” With a sigh, she smiles at Dad. “Don’t they make a beautiful couple?”

His eyes are bright with happiness and affection. “They do.”

Roman slides his arm around my waist and pulls me close. I miss what he says in response, because even though we’ve been together publicly for the last twelve months, the smooth possessiveness of the move still has the power to make the world around me fade away.

Except I don’t want to miss any of tonight. I gaze around at the walls of the gallery, at the paintings of New York displayed on the various surfaces. The show is on the smaller side, since Dad still has limitations. But the finite supply only seems to increase the demand.

Since his Empty Kingdom piece was featured in Forbes, there’s been a surge of interest in his work. Because he had to begin again from scratch, he was forced to start a waiting list. That, in turn, only made people more eager.

When this gallery reached out asking if they could host a showing of his work, Dad jumped at the chance. A lot of these paintings are already spoken for, and from the hum in the room, I get the feeling that those that aren’t will be taken by the end of the night.

“Shall we look around?” Roman asks a moment later.

I nod. “I can’t wait to see everything hung up.”

He snags a glass of champagne from a passing server and hands it to me before grabbing one for himself.

“We’ll be back soon,” I say to Dad and Carol, who are sipping from their own flutes and smiling happily as more well-wishers appear.

Roman wraps a warm, sure hand around mine and leads me into the crowd.

I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this—the sensation of dreams coming true. How it feels to chase after them instead of pushing them away, too scared to follow in case they leave me adrift and alone.

Now I’m standing beside the man I love as I take in Dad’s artwork displayed on the walls of one of Manhattan’s premier galleries. This is a dream I never even knew I had.

I’m still feeling my way when it comes to my own art. A year ago, Roman gave me a choice: to come back and work for him, stay with Wright Construction as a liaison, or look for another job. Each came with a proviso: I was expected to pursue my own dreams at the same time.

I chose to stay in my liaison role. I’m not sure how productive either Roman or I would be if I returned to working for him, considering how hard it is for us to keep our hands off each other. Staying at Wright Construction seemed the safer option.

He also offered me the option of leaving work completely and pursuing art full time with his support. I quickly removed that choice from the pool. As much as I love him, as much as I know he loves me, I need my independence. I need to know I can take care of myself.

He understands that too.

Which is why he shows me his love by standing beside me at every turn. He doesn’t hold me back, and he doesn’t lead the way so I can follow. He holds my hand, keeping me stable when I step outside my comfort zone or decide to color outside the lines I once drew around my life.

Some of my paintings now hang on the wall of True Brew—both the original shop in Brooklyn and the new one in the foyer of Genesis-1.

I’ve even sold a few pieces. I’ve found a niche, creating portraits of the people who fill the streets of New York. Nothing draws us closer than the touch of human connection; that moment when we look into another person’s face and see our own existence mirrored there.

Roman thinks I love painting people so much because, subconsciously, I want to populate the empty streets of my favorite of Dad’s paintings. The one that still graces the foyer of King Plaza.

Maybe he’s right. Dad paints the beauty of the city and I paint the beauty of the people who call it home.

My portrait of Roman hangs in my art studio, which is located inside his penthouse. He surprised me before I moved in by having one of the extra bedrooms converted. I was planning to hang the painting I did of the little boy, half Roman, half me, next to it. But when I showed it to him, he insisted on hanging it in the living room.

A reminder of a dream we share. A dream of us.

Now, as I nestle against his side and smile up at a painting of Central Park at dusk, with twilight shadows stretching across the grass and the skyline tinged with the soft glow of fading sunlight, my whole life feels like a dream fulfilled.

“Chloe.” Lola rushes up and throws her arms around me. Jamie, carrying a wiggling Christopher, grins at me from behind her.

I laugh as I disentangle myself from her. “I’m so glad you could come.”

“As if we’d miss it. Oh my goodness, your dad’s paintings are amazing. Where is he? I need to say hello. Then we’ll come and find you again.”

I point them in the right direction, and as Lola rushes off with her husband and son in tow, I smile up at Roman.

We have barely a minute to ourselves before a steady stream of friends and family appear. Sophie and her boyfriend, Marco, have come to support dad. Ethan, who’s become a good friend, and his brand-new fiancée, Caitlyn, are here too. Along with Cole and Delilah with Lottie, Tate and Violet, who were married six months ago, and Beverly and Miles, who have started talking about moving in together.

It’s enough to have my throat tightening and my eyes stinging.

By the end of the night, I’m an emotional wreck in the best possible way.

Now, in the back of the car, as Phillip takes us home through the late-night traffic and I’m cuddled up to Roman, I’ve never felt more content.

“Happy?” His voice is a deep rumble against my ear where it’s pressed to his chest.

I let out a soft sigh. “I don’t think anything could make me happier.”

The chuckle he lets out vibrates through me. “Is that a challenge?”

Tipping my head back, I meet his gaze. What I see in his expression makes my heart swell. It’s full of love and heat and a possessiveness that makes my pulse speed up.

I give him a coy smile. “There’s only one thing that could make me happier right now.”

His gaze darkens as he drifts his thumb over my bottom lip. “What’s that, sweetheart?”

My tongue darts out to taste his skin, and when his breath catches, a thrill shivers through me.

“The one thing that could make me happier right now is… a big bowl of ice cream.”

I squeal as he drags me over him, positioning me so that my knees are on either side of his thighs and my core is centered over the hard ridge in his pants. “I’ll give you cream, but it won’t be cold. It’ll be very hot, and you can have as much of it as you want.”

The way his mouth curls up at the corners and the smile lines around his eyes deepen only makes me happier. I don’t have time to admire the expression much, though, because in the next moment, he’s kissing me, and I’m swept up in the taste of him.
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When my eyes flutter open, it’s still dark in our room, but the glowing digits of the bedside clock tell me it’s just before dawn.

My body is pleasantly achy from our exertions—Roman was even more intense than usual, making me come over and over before finally letting himself go.

I should have slept for hours longer. Instead, I have an urge to get up and watch the sun rise over the city.

Doing my best not to disturb the sleeping man beside me, I slide out of bed, wrap a robe around myself, and pad quietly out of the room.

Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room, the faintest streak of pink and gold brightens the horizon. I can’t help but smile as the first of the sun’s rays brush the tops of the buildings while the streets below and Central Park remain shrouded in shadow.

I sense Roman behind me rather than hear him. That prickle of heat against my skin, the warmth that infuses my body. I lean back before he even speaks, knowing he’ll be there to pull me against him.

His chest is bare, but he’s wearing pajama pants.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” I say, resting my hands on his forearms.

“I’m surprised you’re up. I thought I exhausted you last night.”

I laugh, even as my core clenches at the memory. “You did.”

“Something on your mind, then?” He rests his chin on my head and the two of us watch the new day unfolding in front of us.

“Nothing bad. Just… happiness, I think. I feel so full of it; it’s making me restless. Maybe I need to do some painting.”

“Maybe.” His voice sounds thoughtful.

I angle my face up to see his expression. His eyes are dark when they meet mine.

“Are you happy?” I ask softly. My life has changed in so many ways over the last year, yet his really hasn’t. He’s still the CEO, and he still works hard, though nowhere near as much as he did. His relationship with his family is still developing, still growing deeper.

But essentially, his life is the same apart from having a live-in girlfriend.

“I’m not sure happy is the word I’d use to describe it.”

My heart does a little stutter. He’s not happy?

He releases me, then guides me by my shoulders until I’m facing him. With a tender touch, he strokes my hair back from my face.

“The first time I saw your smile, when you were standing in that elevator next to Lena,” he says, “there was a part of me that knew I would never want to stop seeing it. That’s why I was so terrified when I found you standing outside my office like a damn angel come to tempt me.”

I blink up at him, nerves rioting in my stomach, because I don’t understand what any of this has to do with why he’s not happy anymore.

His lips curve, and he dusts his thumb over my mouth. “That turned out to be true, but I’ll never regret allowing myself to be tempted. You showed me that I was punishing myself for Dad’s mistakes, that love isn’t a weakness, that it’s what makes us stronger.”

Reassured, I rise onto my toes and press a kiss to the bare skin over his heart. “You’re so strong because you have so much love inside you. You just didn’t realize it.”

“Remember when I asked you if you’d fight with me?”

I nod slowly. “I said I would if you wanted me to.”

His smile is gone now, and his eyes burn with an intensity that sets my body alight.

In one quick move, he drops to his knees and presses his forehead to my stomach.

My pulse leaps. “Roman?”

He looks up at me, and I stroke my fingers through his dark hair, my mind a blur of confusion.

His throat works on a swallow. “Happy isn’t the word I’d use to describe how I feel because how I feel is so much more than that. My life changed the moment I met you. You knocked down the walls I’d built around myself and brought warmth and light and love with you when I was determined to keep all of those things at arm’s length.”

A lump forms in my throat. “I’m so glad.”

He reaches into the pocket of his pajama pants and pulls out a ring, one that glitters brightly in the rays of sun that are just starting to reach through the window. Heart thrashing, I cover my mouth with both hands and stare down at the huge diamond surrounded by tiny turquoise stones.

“I want you by my side, fighting with me, Chloe.” His voice has gone husky. “And I want to be by yours, fighting just as hard. I convinced myself I was fine going through life alone, but I was so fucking wrong it’s laughable. My heart’s been yours since the second I saw you. You smiled, and just like that, everything changed. Every damn day, I fall harder for you, and that’s never going to stop. So please, sweetheart, be my wife. Let me show the world just how much I love you.”

Tears drip hot down my cheeks, and he stands, pulling me into his arms. I go up on my toes and kiss him, putting all my love and all my passion and all my dreams for our future into it.

When I finally pull back, my lips feel swollen in the best kind of way.

“Is that a yes?” His pale gray eyes burn into me.

My heart beats like wings against my ribcage, as if it’s a bird wanting to break free—but only so it can fly to him. “Loving you helped me dream again. Loving you reminded me how to take risks. You have my whole heart, Roman. You always will. And nothing would make me happier than marrying you.”

He takes my hand and slides the ring onto my finger, the slender band a perfect fit. I don’t have time to admire it before his lips are on mine again, and we kiss in front of the window overlooking Manhattan as the sun gilds the buildings, and the empty streets below us begin to fill.

The End
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Thank you so much for taking the time to read Guarded King! I hope you enjoyed Roman and Chloe’s story, and the conclusion to the Empty Kingdom series. If you did, please consider leaving a review on your platform of choice. Your support will help other readers like you to find my books. Thank you!

If you haven’t read the other books in the series yet, you can find Cole and Delilah’s story, Coldhearted King, here. And Tate and Violet’s story, Reckless King, here.

To stay updated on all my upcoming releases and to get early access to blurb and cover reveals, sign up for my newsletter:

www.lmdalgleish.com/newsletter
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