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      Lava. It ignites in my toes and slowly oozes its way up my body.

      Bubbling.

      Scorching.

      Erupting.

      He hasn’t touched me, but I can feel him. Stalking. Obsessing. Preparing.

      Click goes the lock, and the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. The earthy, clean scent of him flares in my nostrils, and my stomach flips with anticipation.

      Paralyzed on the outside, I don’t move. This can’t happen again. Tell him to go away. Remind him it’s over.

      Indecent thoughts, my racing heartbeat, and my throbbing insides consume me as my breath becomes more shallow.

      Like a feral animal, he creeps toward me, and the click of the heel of his shoes hit the wooden floor as I sit completely still with little pulses of desire bursting against my skin.

      One finger traces my spine down from the top of my blouse, over my bra, and to the band of my skirt.

      Gulping, I close my eyes as my pulse increases, fighting my thirst for him against my rational, in a tug-of-war with myself.

      Don’t do it.

      Do it.

      Remind him it can never be.

      Just one more time.

      Warm breath flows on my skin as his lips brush against the curve of my neck. Hands roughly grab my hips as my chair rolls away from the desk and into his body.

      Lava bubbles hotter in my veins, as his lips and tongue tease my ear.

      Nibbling me.

      Licking me.

      Sucking me.

      My eyes are still closed as I swallow hard, inhale sharply, and try to figure out how to stop him. As if reading my thoughts, he growls, “Tell me you want me to leave, and I’ll leave.”

      Tell him. It’s what’s best.

      Words won’t flow out of my mouth, as his lips trace my jawline, and his hands skim the sides of my skirt and move to the insides of my thighs.

      A loud moan escapes, and my body betrays my mind and begins to win the war, as he whispers against my cheek, “No one will be in the building for hours.”

      Thumbs circle my inner thighs, creeping up toward my heat that’s turning damper with every stroke. My body shudders from his touch. He gently laughs in my ear before inching his hands up and gliding his fingers into the side of my wet panties.

      In one final attempt, my logic tries to drag me back. It can never be with him. Tell him no.

      But you want him.

      His two fingers, one from each hand, slide in me and curl different ways, and I whimper against him. Stubble from his jaw scrapes against my chin. In a clear, emotionless voice, he demands, “Tell me to go. Tell me you don’t want me.”

      And I try. I try the best I can to tell him to go, but I can’t get the words out. At that moment, I hate myself more than I’ve ever hated him.

      He flicks his thumb against me and I spiral, trembling against him as he whispers, “Tonight, you’re mine.”

      Lust wins. He’ll once again claim me and destroy me, in just this one night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper

      

      “Everyone has a price. You just aren’t admitting yours,” Quinn, one of my best friends, insists.

      Another of my besties, Vivian, replies, “What’s yours? Fifty bucks?”

      Quinn snorts. “I wish I was that cheap! Things would be so much easier!”

      “How would it be easier?” Charlotte, my third bestie, asks.

      Quinn laughs. “I could move and escape my boss.”

      “Yeah, but you’d miss us!” I exclaim.

      “Truth,” Quinn admits.

      “Well, what’s your price, then?” I ask.

      Quinn takes a minute then leans in as if she’s about to tell a really big secret. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      I throw a french fry at Quinn, and she shrieks.

      “You’re all talk, girl!” Vivian tilts her head at me. “In all seriousness, Piper, what’s your price?”

      “I don’t have a price.”

      Quinn snorts. “Liar.”

      I shrug. “I love my job. I don’t want to work anywhere else.”

      “You still have a price,” Quinn claims.

      “Nope! You know I love what I do, and the people I work with are awesome. You’d have to drag me out at gunpoint!” It is the truth. I love my career at Bennett Parker. During my internship, while getting my masters in finance, I secured a spot at the notorious investment capital firm. Bennett Parker is the largest investment capital firm in the Midwest and third largest in the country. The original owner, Bennett Parker, has run the firm since he created it back in 1984. During my internship, I reported directly to him. He is a rare breed and likes to work with the interns so he can teach them about his trade. Mr. Parker, who insists everyone call him Bennett, was so impressed with my work that upon graduation, I earned a full-time position. Five years into my career, I have already become the youngest person to rise to not just a first-level, but a fourth-level director, one level below vice president.

      Vivian rolls her eyes. “How can you possibly love it that much? You crunch numbers all day!”

      “Exactly!” Quinn agrees.

      “That’s not all I do, but what’s wrong with that?” In all honesty, I can’t understand why they don’t love numbers as much as I do. “Numbers represent facts and absolute truths. Two plus two equals four, and there is no maybe this or maybe that.”

      Charlotte groans. “That’s so boring. Where is the za-za zing in that?”

      “The za-za zing? Is that what you call what you do all day?” I chime in.

      “Hey, getting to be in surgery is way more entertaining than number crunching!” Charlotte is a medical device sales rep, and she directs the doctors during surgeries on which parts they need to use.

      I shudder slightly. “Blood is not my thing.”

      “Agree!” Quinn and Vivian say at the same time.

      Charlotte points at Quinn. “What could you possibly not be happy about? Your battery going dead?”

      She smirks. “Ha, ha!” Quinn is an editor and gets paid to read steamy romance novels all day.

      “Charlotte has an excellent point! If only we could all be so lucky,” Vivian points out.

      I jerk my head toward Vivian. “What’s wrong with real estate? I thought you loved it?” Vivian quickly is on her way to becoming one of the top real estate agents in the Chicago area.

      She smirks. “Nothing is wrong with real estate, but it doesn’t exactly keep me warm at night as I’m sure Quinn’s job does.”

      Quinn groans. “Seriously, how many times do I have to tell you that the real thing is better than B.O.B.? While I love my job, if I don’t get laid soon, and not by B.O.B., I’m going to hit a new record.”

      “What’s that? Two weeks?” I tease her.

      Quinn nudges me. “Ha, ha! Very funny.”

      “Don’t feel too bad, I don’t think any of us are getting much these days. There seems to be a dry spell going on around here,” Charlotte says.

      “What are you talking about? Loverboy not keeping you warm?” Quinn asks.

      Charlotte sighs. “I think it’s almost quitting time.”

      “No! I like Damon!” I tell her.

      “Yep. The heat’s not there anymore. I can’t seem to get it back.”

      Vivian puts her hand over Charlotte’s. “You okay?”

      Charlotte shifts in her seat. “I’ll be fine. But I need to break it off, and you know how fun that is. Plus, I’ll still have to engage with him. Lesson to all you ladies: don’t sleep with anyone you work with.”

      We all nod in agreement as my alarm goes off.

      “Sorry, ladies, but I’m going to need to go. Bennett called a meeting for managers and higher today.” I pull out some cash and slap it down on the table.

      “Have fun crunching your numbers. Let me know when you figure out what your real number is!” Quinn smirks at me.

      “Don’t hold your breath,” I tell her.
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        * * *

      

      It’s only a half-block walk back to the Bennett Parker building, but there’s been an accident, and the sidewalk is blocked off. The police are redirecting the pedestrians through one of the side streets.

      Normally I wouldn’t care because it’s a beautiful April day, and it’s nearing seventy degrees, so I didn’t even wear a jacket.

      But the detour has me hustling to make it on time. I’m two streets away when the sunny sky turns darker, and, out of nowhere, rain pours down on me.

      Running down the street, I’m almost in front of the building when my heel catches in one of the iron grates. Suddenly, I’m flying across the pavement.

      For a brief moment, I lie on the street while people continue to run around me. Pain courses through my knee as blood runs down my shin, mixed with the rainwater. “Shit!”

      Slowly, I get up and hobble the remaining way to the front door, past building security, and up to my office floor.

      When I get off the elevator, the office is hopping as usual. Tammy glances up from the receptionist’s desk. “Good Lord! What happened to you?”

      I cringe and shrug. “Rain. Running. Heels. Pavement.”

      “Yikes! You okay?”

      I realize I could probably represent a drowned rat. “I’ll be fine. Did the meeting already begin?”

      “Yep.”

      Crap. I debate about going to the bathroom but decide, what’s the point? I don’t have a change of clothes or a hair dryer. I tug at my curls that are now drenched with rainwater.

      Goose bumps pop out on my skin as I get a chill from being so wet. I walk into my personal office, pick up my padfolio, and continue down the hall to the conference room.

      In the five years I’ve worked at Bennett Parker, I’ve never been late for any meeting. My insides flip a bit. Not because I think Bennett will reprimand me—he is nothing short of one of the kindest men I know—but because I am always early. Being late just isn’t in my blood.

      Thinking of blood, I quickly peek at my leg, which has blood and dirt all over it, and I realize that the entire front of my body is dirty, wet, and my skirt is ripped halfway up my thigh.

      Ugh. A quick thought that maybe I should try to clean myself up a bit first goes through my mind, but I remind myself that Bennett sent a memo that this was a very important, required meeting. I take a deep breath and open the door to the conference room.

      Everyone’s head is turned toward Bennett. The only seat left is up near the front, so I quickly scurry up there. Bennett is talking and stops. “Piper, are you all right?”

      “Sorry. There was an accident. I got detoured a block. Then I ran in the rain and caught my heel.” Making a funny face to Bennett, I continue to the front of the room.

      “Are you okay? Do you need a first aid kit?” Bennett asks, concerned.

      “I’ll clean up after the meeting. Sorry to interrupt.”

      When I turn to sit in my chair, I freeze. My heart beats in my throat, my mouth goes dry, and my gaze locks into his.

      The stranger is the most gorgeous piece of eye candy with a body to match I’ve ever come across. He can be the poster child for tall, dark, and handsome. If it wasn’t for his facial expression, I would be friendly and introduce myself.

      He is scowling, and his eyes drift down my body, pausing a bit too long at my chest. My face heats. I now realize my tits are hard and visible because of my wet blouse.

      I seriously should consider wearing padded bras to prepare for the next time I’m caught in a rainstorm.

      Mr. Eye Candy gawks a bit too long at my thigh, which is sticking out through my ripped skirt, before he glowers at me.

      Who the hell is this guy?

      The only vacant chair is next to him. He pushes it out and growls, “Have a seat.”

      Cautiously, I sit down and turn my attention back to Bennett. But I hardly hear anything he is discussing as I feel the stranger studying me, his clean, earthy scent wafting into my nostrils.

      Who does this guy think he is, staring me down like this? I’m a director at this company. Show some respect.

      Bennett turns to his secretary to ask a few questions, and I lean into the stranger and whisper, “I know you’re new, but we smile around here. Plus, it’s rude to stare.”

      “Is that so?” he challenges.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s your position here, Piper?”

      Typically, I’m not one to throw my weight around, but I figure he’s only a few years older than me and surely a few ranks below me. I am, after all, the youngest person with director status in the history of the firm. But his behavior is pissing me off. I confidently, and a bit cockily, reply, “Fourth-level director.”

      I’m about to ask him his position and name, but his focus drifts down to the table.

      When I sat, I had crossed my legs. Glancing down, I’m horrified. My entire thigh is exposed, due to the rip. A hint of my crotch, covered in my lacy blue panties, is showing. My hand automatically flies to cover up my panties, and I realize that I’m now touching myself as well.

      He starts to lick his lip but catches himself and pulls his tongue back into his mouth.

      Uncrossing my legs, I cross them again, reversing the position, but it’s no use. It gets worse, and my panties are revealed even more.

      The stranger’s gaze moves from my face to my lap and back to my face again. Heat burns through me, and his chest moves quicker with his breathing.

      He grabs my padfolio, opens it up, and turns it upside down before placing it over my lap, while still staring into my eyes.

      Suddenly, I’m snapped out of our moment. The room is clapping, and he’s standing up and walking to the front and shaking Bennett’s hand.

      Not knowing what is going on, I look at the big screen behind Bennett and the stranger. My gut drops.

      On the screen, his profile picture, bio, and title are on it, with a big Welcome to Bennett Parker, Chicago.

      His name is Noah Parker. His title is Co-CEO, and he’s Bennett Parker’s successor.
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      Noah

      

      Blood is pumping through my veins. I give a simple nod. “I’m excited to be here and work with you all.”

      I can’t remember a word from the speech I practiced a few dozen times. All I’m thinking about is her blue-lace panties and killer thighs.

      I’ve worked for ten years to earn this role, and she stole my moment with her crotch chaos.

      “Don’t throw a party quite yet. I’ll still be around, but as you all know, this gray hair isn’t from stress,” my uncle Bennett jokes as the room fills with chuckles.

      Well, everyone is laughing except her.

      She shifts in her seat, her face is a bit red, and her long, shiny, curly brown hair is frizzing.

      I reprimand myself as my dick pulses against my pants.

      My uncle continues, “Noah’s expertise in merger and acquisitions is going to add some new life around here. Piper, I am reassigning you to work side by side with him on these projects, and I’m going to ask that you stay back after the meeting.”

      I jerk my head at Bennett in surprise. He did not assign her to me. Shit!

      Do not stare at her.

      Against my will, I turn my head and we leer at each other.

      I expect her to back down, to try and make it up somehow for sitting next to me with her tits pushing through her blouse and lower body exposed, but she gives me no indication that she wants to make nice.

      Bennett talks a bit longer, and the meeting is adjourned. After I have personal introductions with the different managers, directors, and VPs, I turn to Piper, who’s sitting still, with her padfolio on her lap.

      Reaching out to shake her hand, I throw a dig at her. “No need to stand up.”

      A sexy, faint blush creeps through her face. Glaring at me, she reaches out.

      I expect a dainty shake, but she grasps me firmly. “Welcome,” she almost sarcastically says.

      Her skin is soft, and as her fingers grip my hand, I hold on just a few seconds longer than I usually would.

      As I pull my back, my uncle pulls out the seat next to her. “Noah, sit down. Piper is not only our youngest director ever but a level-four director and on track to hit VP in the near future!” Pride gushes out of my uncle as he boasts about her accomplishments.

      Youngest. How old is she? She could be twenty-four. I almost ask but don’t, knowing asking any employee’s age is a no-no in today’s corporate environment.

      “Congratulations.” I will myself not to gape at her tits again.

      “Thank you,” she replies with no emotion in her voice.

      “Noah, sit down.” My uncle motions to the chair.

      Sighing, I sit down next to her, inhaling her scent. I’m pretty sure she isn’t wearing any perfume, and that intoxicating smell is just her skin. I almost groan from the mere thought of it.

      Uncle Bennett sits next to me at the head of the table. “I’m so excited to put your brains together! This is really going to be great!”

      I’m trying to think about what to say to get out of working with her when she chimes in, “Bennett, I’m so grateful for all the opportunities you’ve given me, but I’m in the middle of sixteen different projects. I think there might be a better person for this one.”

      Bennett gives her a big grin. “Now, don’t you worry about that. I reviewed all the projects you’re on, and I’ve already reassigned them. Those are small potatoes compared to Noah’s projects. You need to be where the real action is.”

      She smiles at him. “I just don’t feel right, not completing my work—”

      He cuts her off. “Oh, shush! This is where you need to be, and I won’t have it any other way.”

      Piper takes a deep breath. “Okay, Bennett. If you think this is the right thing.”

      “It is. So, you two take a bit and get to know each other. Noah, fill Piper in on what you are currently working on.” He stands.

      My mouth goes dry. He’s going to leave me alone in a room with her?

      “Maybe we can do this another time? I have some deadlines to meet,” she protests.

      I turn and give her a little scowl. She shifts in her seat, as her padfolio moves a bit, but she readjusts it.

      Bennett waves her off. “Piper, your projects are all transferred. There are no more deadlines. Getting to know Noah’s projects are your only priority. Do you understand?”

      She nods. “Yes, Bennett.”

      Bennett steps out of the room and shuts the door.

      Swiveling in my chair, I lean back and check her out some more.

      In an almost challenging way, she rotates toward me and tilts her head. “Well?” She picks up a pen and taps it on the table.

      Before it comes out of my mouth, I know I shouldn’t say it. It’s a dickhead move to get under her skin, but I do it anyway. It’s like I have to push her into hating me more. “I expect all my employees to show up to meetings on time and dressed appropriately.”

      She sits back, stunned.

      I don’t know what I expected. Did I want her to cry? Run away and tell Bennett I’m a dick and she can’t work with me?

      Slowly, she licks her lips, pulls the padfolio off her thighs, and puts it on the table. In slow motion, she crosses them, uncrosses them, and crosses them again.

      I swallow hard. My dick pushes against my zipper. Heat bursts through my veins.

      “I think I explained why I was late and what happened to me. A nice person...a good person, would have asked me if I was all right at the very least. Maybe you should take some lessons in kindness from your uncle.”

      I gaze from her gorgeous face to her nipples that stand erect through her blouse to her blue lace panties and down to her toes then back up again. “Glad you pegged me right. I’m neither nice nor good.”

      Piper uncrosses her killer legs, stands up, and steps right in between my thighs. “I think this meeting is over. Is that okay, Boss?”

      With a cocky grin, I reply, “You can go. I’ll let you know when I need you for something. And clean up your knee. It’s going to get infected.”

      After frowning at me in disgust, she turns and storms off.

      I pick up a glass of water and sit in the chair, breathing for a few minutes and trying to relax my hard-on.

      She hates me for sure.

      Good because she’s your employee, and you can’t have her.

      But I want her.

      Pushing my palms into my face, I groan. This is so bad. So very, very bad.

      The door opens. She re-enters the conference room. My head snaps up.

      She strides right up to me, and I think she’s here for me. She wants it, too. She came back.

      I stand, right as she stops next to the chair she had sat in. I tower over her, and she freezes only inches from me.

      Peering down at her, my chest moves quicker from my breathing. My heart beats faster against my chest. Her scent flares in my nostrils. Energy radiates off her, pushing into me, digging into my cells until I am breathing so hard I’m practically panting.

      She leans, and I think she’s going to touch me, but she only brushes against me to get her padfolio.

      Pulling a card from the pocket of her padfolio, she places it in my hand and wraps my fingers around it. “My email is on here. You can send me a memo about what I need to do. You may be my boss, but I’m a fourth-level director in this company, at age twenty-nine. I didn’t have a trust fund that put me in this position. Don’t underestimate my talent.”

      She spins to leave the room, and I grab her by the shoulder and spin her back into me. My face is inches from hers. “Is that what you think? That a trust fund got me here?”

      Piper’s hazel orbs scan mine then my mouth then my eyes again. “If the shoe fits.”

      “Six o’clock, tonight, don’t be late,” I tell her.

      She furrows her brows. “Late, where?”

      “The top floor. I’ll send you the code for the elevator.”

      “What’s on the top floor?”

      “You’ll see. You can go home and change now. Don’t worry about wearing work clothes. Feel free to dress casual.”

      Piper glares at me more. “So I’m supposed to drop my plans this evening and work all night?”

      “So you have talent but don’t have work ethic?”

      “You’re an asshole,” she mutters.

      “Grade A.”

      My mouth is so close to hers, I can almost taste it. Holding myself back, I let go of her shoulder.

      “And if I don’t show up?” she tests the waters.

      “What do you think will happen?”

      “Nothing. Your uncle respects me and knows my talent. He wouldn’t want me going to a competitor.”

      I snicker. She’s right, and I wouldn’t attempt to fire her anyway, but she doesn’t know that. “Succession. You understand that means eventually he won’t be here, right?” Once again, the words that come out of my mouth make me cringe inside.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she challenges, “Maybe I’ll just go to the competition now.”

      Shit. My pulse increases. This isn’t going in the right direction. “So you have talent but no work ethic and no loyalty? Wow. Guess my uncle was wrong about you.”

      She swallows hard. “You’re the biggest dickhead I have ever met in my entire life.”

      I grin. “You can call me Mr. Parker.”

      She shakes her head at me and turns to leave.

      “Six. Don’t be late. And put on some fucking clothes,” I call out to her as she storms out of the conference room.

      As the door slams, I unclench my fist that is still holding her business card. My insides go giddy when I notice her cell number is on it.

      Without thinking, I take my phone out of my pocket, program her info in it, and send her a text message. “Bring your laptop tonight.”

      Several minutes pass. My phone displays a delivered message. I drum my fingers on the table as I wait. Finally, she replies, “Who said I’m coming?”

      “Is that your no-work-ethic-self talking?”

      “Says the trust-fund CEO.”

      She seriously thinks I didn’t do anything to deserve my spot here.

      “You seem a little jealous about my trust fund.”

      Another great dickhead comment by yours truly. And I don’t even have a trust fund.

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      No, honey, that’s what your job should be. Ugh! Stop it, Noah! She’s your employee.

      “The code for the elevator is 68524. Do not tell anyone else the code.”

      Nothing good can come of this evening. I knew it when I told her, and I know it now.

      “No one would care about the code if it has to do with you.”

      Ouch.

      “Sushi, tacos, or pizza?”

      She doesn’t respond.

      Minutes feel like hours. I get antsy. “Okay, you can work all night and starve. Suit yourself.”

      “Thai.”

      Thai? I quickly google to find Thai restaurants that can deliver. There are about twenty and, being new to the area, I don’t know what is good and what is bad.

      “Pick a place and what you want.”

      “You’re still assuming I’m going to show up.”

      My heart beats in my throat again. It’s best if she doesn’t show up. You’re playing with fire. This is already totally inappropriate and over the corporate line.

      “Pegged you right. Zero work ethic.”

      “Thai Spice, Shrimp pad thai, medium.”

      The restaurant she chose is a hole in the wall. Her meal costs $5.28. I’m surprised, I thought she would pick the most expensive place.

      Another text message comes through. “Cold water.”

      Cold water. My mind spins. I head for the elevator and punch my code into the keypad. The elevator takes me up to the penthouse almost no one knows I own.

      My uncle sold it to me before I moved to Chicago. Not knowing the city, I figured it would be good since it gave me quick access to work. I had it remodeled before I moved in.

      Once inside, I double-check to make sure nothing is out of place, although I already know it’s in pristine condition. After I assess all my common areas, I go into my bedroom and change the sheets.

      Why are you changing the sheets? Nothing can happen. The last thing you want to do is dip it in the company ink.

      After making the bed, I go into my kitchen and open the fridge. Great. I’m out of water.

      Scrolling through my phone, I find a delivery service that can bring a few cases of water out to me before five o’clock. I’m placing the order when the phone rings.

      “Noah, your two o’clock wants to meet fifteen minutes earlier. Is that okay?” Ginger, my secretary, asks.

      Glancing at my watch, I figure I can accommodate the request. “Sure.” I hang up and go back downstairs then pick up my folders for my meeting.

      “Your meeting is going to be in conference room five,” Ginger tells me.

      “Thanks.” I walk down the hall, reading notes in my file while I enter conference room five.

      “Fuuuuuck.” It’s a painful mumble through gritted teeth. Piper is sitting in a chair with the first aid kit, trying to clean her wound, her skirt once again up to her panties, her face slightly green.

      Legs meant to torture a man, that’s what she has.

      Caught off guard, I freeze.

      She slowly turns her head toward me and snaps, “You enjoying my pain?”

      Sighing, I shut the door and approach her. Her knee is full of dirt, and blood is still oozing out of it. It’s swollen and bruised.

      As she dabs at the gash, wincing.

      “What are you doing?”

      She hurls back, “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “Trying to get an infection, from the looks of it.”

      “You’re such a jerk.”

      “Yep.” The conference room has a small kitchenette attached to it. I open the cabinet and choose a bowl then wash my hands with soap. I sit down in a chair next to her then position the bowl on my chair, next to my crotch. Picking up the hydrogen peroxide and some cloths, I grasp ahold of the arm of her chair and pull her toward me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Chill out. You’re doing more harm than good.” I pick up her leg and place it over my thighs, so her knee is above the bowl, and pour hydrogen peroxide on it.

      “Shit!” she cries out and tries to move her leg away, but I hold it steady against me.

      And I feel sorry for her because her wound really is deep and nasty. “Sorry.”

      “I’m sure you’re enjoying this,” she murmurs.

      For once, I don’t dig at her. Taking the tweezers, I pull a few rocks and other bits of debris out of her flesh as she turns away and bites on her hand.

      It takes a while to clean the grime out, but I finally finish, spray her skin with antiseptic, and wrap it up in gauze.

      “You need to make sure you reapply this twice a day. Take the bottle with you.” Since working on her knee, I gaze up, past her blue-lace panties that once again put my dick in a frenzy, and stare at her. My arm hangs casually over her thigh, and my fingers are on her calf as I hold out the bottle with the other hand.

      She takes it. “Thank you.”

      Without thinking, I stroke her calf.

      She jumps in her seat.

      Noah! What the fuck are you doing?

      I let go of her leg and push it off me, but the bowl of hydrogen peroxide, blood, and dirt spills all over my pants. “Crap!”

      “Sorry!” Piper snatches the towel, jumps up, and rubs at the wet spot. As my erection grows under her hand, she freezes and slowly gazes up at me.

      Grabbing her hand, I move it away from my cock, but not before her eyes give her thoughts away.

      It’s clear. Piper Cadence wants to fuck me.
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      After I limp out of the conference room as quickly as possible, mortified from rubbing Noah’s cock, I go directly to my office, get my purse, and leave.

      As soon as I get inside my apartment, I go to the bathroom. My horrified expression stares back at me: frizzy hair, dirt, ripped clothes, and a banged-up knee. I am one hot mess.

      Ugh. I can’t believe Noah saw me like this.

      Why do you care? He’s an asshole.

      An asshole who cleaned out your knee.

      He’s still an asshole.

      Quickly, I jump into a hot shower. Not thinking about the gauze, it slumps down my leg. I try to push thoughts of Noah out of my mind but am struggling.

      He’s cocky, rude, and a complete jerk. And totally gorgeous, sexy, and apparently smart, too, because before I grabbed the first aid kit, I googled him. It seems Noah Parker had quickly built a fortune and reputation in the mergers and acquisitions space. He is thirty-four, worth at least a cool billion, and on several “bachelor to snag” lists in New York.

      But his trust fund surely helped him get a substantial head start in his career, and he’s a total dick, too, I remind myself.

      And then he came in, cleaned my knee out with patience and precision, and I rubbed his dick.

      Flushing at the thought of how large and hard he felt, I turn off the water and reach for a towel, but then I stop. Leaving the towel on the rack, I turn the water back on and pick up my razor and shaving cream.

      Why are you shaving? Nothing is happening tonight.

      Continuing to shave my legs and carefully work around my swollen knee, I then shave my womanhood, even though I got a wax earlier in the week.

      What the hell am I doing?

      With one last stroke, I’m done and turn off the water once again. I wince as the towel hits my knee. Great, I forgot the spray, too.

      I assess the damage, and since I have nothing to wrap it in, decide it’s going to be a skirt night because there is no way pants are going near my knee.

      Debating about whether to go all out and spend extra time on my hair and makeup, I decide to put in the effort. But only to make him suffer because it’s clear Noah wants to sleep with me.

      Who are you kidding? You’d love to roll around naked with him.

      Nope! Wearing the chastity belt.

      I bet he’s an animal in the bedroom.

      No sleeping with the enemy...or the boss.

      I’m diffusing my hair when a text comes through.

      “You forgot the spray.”

      Tiny flutters dance in my stomach. I reply, “I’ll wrap it back up tonight.”

      “Back up? You took the bandage off?”

      “I couldn’t really shower without destroying it, now could I?”

      He doesn’t respond for a minute. Dots appear as he’s typing, but then it’s nothing again—just a clear, empty message box.

      I finish diffusing my hair and am pleased with the results. Too bad it’s going to be wasted on Noah Parker.

      Noah’s face pops into my mind, and my vagina throbs. If only he wasn’t so panty melting hot. Noah’s muscular body is bad enough, but his dark hair and dark-brown eyes, along with his perfectly chiseled face is undoubtedly the universe playing a cruel joke on me.

      The way Noah’s eyes popped out of his head when he stared at my body parts sent my blood pumping, but his hand on my leg almost sent me over the edge, and I jumped because adrenaline surged through my body like electrical heat waves.

      And I’ve never felt anything like it.

      Get your head out of the gutter, Piper. He’s bad news.

      I put on my makeup and then scan the clothes in my closet. Hmmm...what to wear. He said casual.

      Opening my lingerie drawer, I quickly shut it and open my other drawer—my drawer that is reserved for special occasions.

      Picking through my stash, I decide on a white-lace thong and matching bra. While I’m not super busty, I’m not tiny, either. The bra creates more cleavage than I’m used to but also is see-through, and every inch of my breasts is on display.

      Checking myself out in the mirror, I decide my extra effort was worth it.

      Eat your heart out, Noah Parker.

      My phone rings. I half expect it to be Noah, ready to bark some orders at me, but it’s Vivian.

      “Hey, girl! Don’t forget, nine o’clock.”

      My gut drops. I’m supposed to go dancing with the girls tonight. “Shoot! Viv, I’m so sorry, but my boss is making me work tonight.”

      “What? It’s Friday! Since when does Bennett make his staff work on Friday night?”

      I almost tell her about Noah but decide not to. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to get there if I can.”

      “I’ll save you a spot on the dance floor.”

      “Well, I injured my knee today, so it may be better if I don’t hit the dance floor tonight.”

      “What happened?”

      I fill Vivian in on how I hurt myself. “Honestly, Viv, I am not sure how long I’ll be at work tonight. I’ll try my best.”

      “Okay. Tell Bennett he’s getting mean in his old age.”

      “Will do.” I hang up and continue to get ready, finally settling on a twirly pink skirt and white shirt that shows off a bit of cleavage. The outfit is borderline casual, but it won’t appear like I’m trying too hard. Stepping over to the mirror, I do a final assessment.

      Not too bad. Eat your heart out, Noah Parker.

      My phone beeps, and I read the text message. “My driver is downstairs waiting for you.”

      He sent his driver?

      “Isn’t that an invasion of HR rules? Stealing my address?”

      “It’s in the company directory. And it’s so you don’t fall and break your other knee.”

      I laugh to myself. Just to get under his skin, I respond, “I’m fine. I can walk.”

      “The car’s waiting out front. Don’t forget your laptop.”

      I peer out the window, and, sure enough, a black car is parked outside my front door. The clock reads 5:40.

      “You said six.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Little eager, aren’t you?” It only takes me five minutes to leisurely stroll to work, never mind drive.

      “Sorry. Forgot you’re a person who arrives late.”

      “And you’re back to being a dickhead.”

      “I only speak the truth.”

      “I’m never late. Today was a one-off. Ask anyone.”

      “Don’t need to. I can assess people and how seriously they take their responsibilities when I meet them.”

      Okay, now I’m pissed. “I’m sure I take my responsibilities way more seriously than you do, Mr. Trust Fund Baby,” I shoot off just as I received, “BTW, I’m just kidding.”

      Shit! I shouldn’t have said that.

      He doesn’t respond.

      Feeling guilty, I sling my purse and laptop bag over my shoulder and head downstairs to where his driver is waiting. When I open the door, the smell of Thai food hits my nostrils, and I’m surprised to find Noah sitting in the car with takeout bags.

      He’s wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt that’s hugging his rock-hard torso and arms. My insides pulse.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask in confusion.

      “They don’t deliver.”

      “So, why didn’t you pick somewhere else?”

      “Because this is what you wanted.”

      My heart rate speeds up a bit more. I nonchalantly reply, “You could have picked a different place. It’s just Thai.”

      In his emotionless voice, Noah says, “I just moved here. I don’t know what’s good and what’s not.”

      “When did you move?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Where from?” I ask like I don’t know.

      “New York.”

      “Been partying it up for a few weeks?” I tease.

      He very seriously states, “No. I’ve been working.”

      I roll my eyes. I highly doubt he’s been locked away working.

      “Why did you just roll your eyes at me?”

      I shrug. The conversation ends and it doesn’t take long before the car pulls up to the curb of Bennett Parker.

      As Noah and I enter the building, Bennett is leaving.

      “Piper? Noah? What are you two doing this late on a Friday night?”

      “We’re going to review the projects,” Noah tells him.

      “Noah, I keep telling you that you can’t work all the time. It’s Friday night. You’re young. Go enjoy life,” Bennett instructs then turns to me. “Piper, don’t let Noah’s bad work habits wear off on you.”

      Either Noah really does work a lot and I’m wrong about him, or he has Bennett really fooled.

      Bennett frowns at Noah. “We talked about this, Noah.”

      What is he talking about?

      Noah shifts uncomfortably and takes a deep breath.

      I don’t know why I do it, but I put my hand on Bennett’s arm. “It’s my fault, Bennett. I went home early because of my knee, and I wanted to get up to speed before Monday. I feel a little discombobulated having all my projects taken away from me before finishing them.”

      “I can understand that, Piper, but it’s Friday night.”

      “Don’t worry. I made Noah buy me my favorite food. He even picked it up since they don’t deliver.” I wink at Bennett.

      Bennett chuckles. “Okay. Well, promise me you two won’t work all night.”

      “Won’t happen. I have plans with my friends later,” I tell Bennett, and I think I see Noah’s face drop, but I’m not sure because as quick as it’s there, it’s gone.

      Bennett finally seems okay with the story and leaves.

      As soon as he’s out the door, Noah asks, “Why did you lie to Bennett?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, but I never have before so don’t get used to it.”

      He nods. “Well, thanks.”

      I shrug again and press the button for the elevator.

      The doors open and we get in. He pops in a code on the panel, and the elevator doors soon open up to the top floor. Noah steps into the small corridor and opens a gray door. I freeze inside the elevator.

      He brought me to his house?

      “Piper?”

      “Is this your house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why are we here?”

      “I don’t like to work in the office after hours. Sorry, is this a problem? We can go downstairs if you want to.” He scans my eyes.

      I step off the elevator. “No, it’s fine.”

      “Okay, well, get comfy, then.” Noah roams through the penthouse and puts the food down on the table.

      The penthouse overlooks Lake Michigan and has top-of-the-line everything in it. It seems brand new. “This is a nice place.”

      “Thanks. I just had it remodeled.”

      Probably with your trust-fund money.

      Noah take out plates, silverware, and bottles of water and sets them on the table.

      I sit down at the table, wincing as my knee bends.

      “Piper, you’re bleeding.”

      I glance down and turn my head at the sight of my blood.

      “I take it you’re not a fan of blood?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hold on a minute.” Noah leaves the room and comes back with a gigantic red first aid kit.

      “Jeez. Worried about getting hurt much?”

      He chuckles.

      I realize I like his laugh and want to hear more of it.

      Noah comes back into the kitchen and washes his hands with soap then returns, opens the kit, removes some cleaning pads, gauze, spray, and skin glue, and kneels on the floor. Holding both my legs, he removes my shoes.

      “Why are you doing that?”

      His face is tipped down. “Just hold on a minute,” he mumbles and puts both my legs together then presses my shins, calves, and feet.

      Inhaling sharply, I ask, “Noah, what are you doing?”

      “Making sure your leg isn’t infected.”

      “I’m not understanding.”

      “Checking for swelling.” He pushes his thumbs into the side of my lower knee.

      “Ouch!”

      His head jerks up. “Sorry. You have a lot of swelling, Piper.” Opening one of the cleaning pads, Noah wipes up my blood, and I wince.

      “Sorry. I’m honestly not trying to hurt you.”

      “I believe you aren’t...this time,” I tease.

      After cleaning me up, he picks up the bottle and sprays my wound. Bringing his lips only a few inches from my flesh, he blows on it gently.

      Against my will, a low groan comes out of me as tiny shivers run up my spine.

      Oh my God! Did I seriously just groan?

      His dark orbs sizzle into mine, and we both freeze as his breath becomes heavier.

      Breaking out of our trance, he opens the skin glue. “Sorry, but this is going to hurt.” He pushes the two sides of my gash together.

      “Ah!” I about come off the chair, but Noah holds my flesh together with one hand and puts his other on my upper thigh to steady me.

      Although I’m in pain, volts of electricity shoot through my sex from his palm on my thigh.

      I’m breathing hard, and he probably thinks it’s from pain, but it’s not. It’s from him.

      He draws away, picks up the glue, and applies it to my laceration then goes back to blowing air on me, and it’s official. I’m drenched and slightly quivering inside.

      Noah wraps my knee up in gauze and studies my face. I wait for him to speak, but he doesn’t. He finally stands, and, in one swoop, picks me up off the chair.

      My arms automatically go around his shoulders, and his scent wafts into my cells.

      I’m praying he’s taking me to his bedroom, but instead, he lays me down on his couch.

      Okay, you can just fuck me here.

      I’m still holding onto his shoulders, and our faces are inches apart. My pulse is beating so fast it’s about to pop out of my neck.

      He gulps hard. “You need to ice and elevate your leg.”

      I scan his eyes and slowly release my arms from around him.

      Noah stands, takes the pillow at the end of the couch, and puts it under my injured limb. His fingers linger just a bit before he pulls away. “Let me get you an ice pack.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I manage to get out.

      What is happening here? Where is the asshole?

      Digging back into his first aid kit, he pulls out a large ice pack, folds it in half, twists it in his hands, and puts a cover over it before wrapping it around my knee.

      Noah returns to the kit, grabs a packet and my bottle of water, and returns to me. Opening the packet up first, he then hands me two pills and my water. “Take this, Piper. You need it for the inflammation.”

      “What is it?”

      “Ibuprofen.”

      I take them and pop them in my mouth as Noah turns back into the kitchen. He finds a tray then pulls my meal out of the bag, and makes me a plate of dinner. After he sets the tray over my lap, he surveys the room, leaves, then comes back with a pillow and props it behind my back. “Comfy?” he asks me.

      Biting my lip, I nod. “Thanks.”

      He winks at me, which turns my insides into Jell-O, picks up his food, and sits with his legs like a pretzel on the floor in front of me.

      I laugh. “You don’t have to sit on the floor.”

      Taking a bite of food, he shrugs.

      “If I ask you something, will you give me an honest answer?”

      He sternly states, “Yes. I don’t lie.”

      “Why do you have such a big first aid kit? It’s like something a paramedic would have.”

      “Because I was a paramedic.”

      I choke on my food.

      He jumps up, rubs my back then hands me my water.

      I take a sip.

      “You okay?”

      I tilt my head. “Are you lying to me?”

      “No.”

      “Why were you a paramedic?”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, nothing at all. I just don’t understand.”

      Why does a trust fund kid become a paramedic?

      “You don’t understand what?”

      Suddenly, I feel really nervous. I have this notion that I’ve made a massive assumption about him that isn’t correct.

      “Piper?” He’s waiting for me to answer, his eyebrows raised in question. I realize his hand is still on my back.

      Finally, I just blurt it out. “Why does a rich kid become a paramedic?”

      Noah takes his hand off my back. “I never said I was a rich kid.”
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      “But—”

      “But what?” I shoot daggers at her.

      “I don’t understand,” she repeats.

      Anger bubbles in me. “You don’t understand that I’ve actually earned everything I have? Is that it?”

      She can’t seem to find her words.

      I’m suddenly no longer hungry, and I snatch my plate off the floor and take it to the kitchen, scrape it in the trash, rinse it in the sink, and load it in the dishwasher.

      Collecting the bags and other trash from the kitchen table, I throw it away then pack up the first aid kit. I toss a few ice packs on the table then shut the kit and haul it back to my bedroom closet shelf where I store it.

      You need to calm down, Noah. It’s not her fault what happened, and that’s what really is upsetting you. She just thinks the same thing everyone else in the company does.

      She should be smarter than to make assumptions.

      What are you doing anyway? You’re supposed to be working, so go work.

      I return to the main living area, and she’s putting her plate in the dishwasher.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning up.”

      The trash can is full of her food. Shit. Way to be a douchebag, Noah. “You didn’t eat.”

      “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “You need to ice your leg. Get your laptop and go back to the couch.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not. Go.” I point to the sofa.

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      I almost throw out another dickhead, “I’m your boss” remark, but, for whatever reason, I don’t. We just both scowl at each other.

      She finally picks up her laptop bag and sits back on the couch. I follow, swing her lower body on the cushions and reposition the ice pack, trying to avoid thinking about her perfect legs. I grab my computer.

      To torture myself, I take the seat next to her feet. I’m so tempted to pick them up and suck her toes, but I find the strength to hold back.

      Once my computer is up, I send her a link to a Google Drive shared folder. “I just emailed you a link.”

      She rapidly types.

      Her skirt has been driving me batty since she sauntered out of her apartment building. Easy access. Her shirt is white, which makes me believe she’s wearing a white bra, which makes me think of innocence, which she definitely isn’t. And her cleavage is just enough to make me want to run my finger down it...and my tongue.

      The alarm I set for her ice pack rings.

      Against my better judgment, I slide my hand from her toes, up to her knee, and toss the ice pack on the floor before placing my hand back on her leg.

      Fuck. I’m probably going down for sexual harassment. She’s going to be the death of my career.

      She jumps slightly and I almost laugh from my nerves.

      “Did you get the email with the link?”

      “Yes. What do you want me to open first?”

      “The spreadsheet,” I instruct her, and her hazel orbs light up.

      Jeez, don’t go creaming your panties over my spreadsheet. Or maybe you should cream your panties over my spreadsheet. Noah, stop!

      She opens it up, and I wait for her to respond. Let’s see if she is as smart as everyone claims she is.

      As she takes it all in, I watch her face, waiting for her reaction. Slowly, confusion fills her face. “These are all smaller drug companies. They are barely profitable, and we don’t have any experience in pharmaceuticals. I don’t get it.”

      “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      She gapes at me. “You don’t think there needs to be something more than just a ‘why not’?”

      “Something more?” Yes, there’s something more, but I’m not going to tell you that.

      “Yes, something more.”

      “Nope.”

      She tilts her head and squints at me. “You could destroy any one of these companies without the right experience.”

      Okay, she is way smarter than anyone gives her credit for, not just me. I shrug.

      She sits up straighter and closes her laptop. “Why?”

      I just stick to the same line. She thinks I’m just a rich kid who’s had it all handed to him anyway. “Big potential if it pans out.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Don’t care. Next.”

      “I don’t believe you. You’re lying.”

      I remove the pillow from under her knee, pick up both her legs, keep them cradled in one arm, and slide under them. I lean closer to her. “Now, why would I be lying?”

      She doesn’t back down. “You are. I can tell.”

      I lean even closer to her and lick my lips as she bites down on her bottom one. “How can you tell that?”

      “You’re not that big an asshole,” she quietly states.

      I raise my brows at her as my nostrils flare with the scent of her skin, and it’s suddenly harder to breathe. “No?”

      “No.” Her breath is laboring, too, as her chest heaves.

      Running my index finger from the top of her neck down into her cleavage, so her shirt is pulled down, then brushing across the softness of her breasts, I quietly say, “I think you’ve suddenly got me pegged wrong. I’m still the same asshole you thought I was, and I think that’s who you want me to be.” My other hand is inching its way from her knees to the inside of her thighs.

      She takes a big shaky breath, and it’s very clear to me what she wants. One hundred percent, she wants me to be the asshole. So that’s who I decide to be.

      Because I want Piper Cadence and, as wrong as it is, as bad as the consequences could be for me, I have to have her. So if she wants me to be that guy, I will.

      She has preconceived notions, and it doesn’t matter who I really am or what my truth is. No, what she wants is the asshole, and he’s in me, so that’s who I pull out. As much as I want to be nice to her, she doesn’t want me that way.

      And because I am an asshole, I’m going to make her beg to fuck me, and not before she orgasms, but before I do anything real to her. Because once I do something real to her, she’ll be begging, and that’s a given.

      I pull her shirt down with my finger. I was right, she’s wearing a barely there white bra. I trace over the pink of her nipple, which is on display through the flimsy bra, and she moans as I tease it, and it tightens against my touch.

      “Tell me you don’t want me to be the asshole, that you want the nice guy.” I lean into her ear, “The asshole will fuck you hard. The nice guy will buy you dinner. Which one do you want, Piper?”

      She inhales sharply and swallows hard.

      And because I know it’s between us, and I almost have to punish myself for what I’m doing, I throw the big one out there. “The asshole is going to own you the entire fucking night. He’s the one you’ll report to HR about and destroy if you decide to do that. The nice guy will stop now and send you off to wherever it is you’re supposed to be meeting your friends tonight, and on Monday, he’ll go to HR with you and report this event.”

      My fingers are right near her sex, but they stroke around her, outlining her barely there panties and bend once over her wet, hot slit.

      Piper whimpers, breathing heavily, biting her shaking lip that’s less than an inch away from mine.

      She’s too beautiful, and there’s a pressure cooker in my pants right now, trying to escape, but until she tells me, my dick is on lockdown.

      “Time’s running out. If you leave it up to me, I’m picking the nice guy. So pick or I will,” I growl at her.

      She stares at me but won’t talk. So I pull my hands off her. In one last-ditch effort, I use the last card I have. And I know I’m putting myself in the shittiest position because if she doesn’t cave, I’m toast.

      I sit back, pull her legs off me, and stand. “Let’s go.”

      Her head snaps at me. “Go where?”

      “I’m taking you home.”

      “Home?” she whispers.

      “Yes. You made your choice, let’s go.” I shut her laptop and put it in her bag.

      I snatch the ice packs I left on the kitchen table and carry them back to her. She still hasn’t moved from the couch. I stuff them in her laptop bag. “Fold these in half and break them up and give them a good twist, and they’ll get cold.”

      She doesn’t move.

      “Come on.” I hold my hand out to help her up.

      Piper’s eyes drill into mine and she whispers, “No. Be the asshole.”
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      Noah steps toward me then kneels next to the couch I’m too paralyzed to move from and hovers over me.

      “Tell me again, Piper,” he growls.

      He’s so close, I can feel his breath as my heart beats in my neck.

      I brush my lips against his, but he pushes his forehead on mine. “Tell me,” he growls again.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper.

      His eyes go darker, and his mouth smashes my lips, roughly parting them with his tongue as he pulls my face to his. Teeth gnash together, lips are bitten, breath is stolen as he lets out a deep, throaty groan.

      Ferocious hands grab the neck of my shirt, and he rips it so it’s hanging only on my arms. My breath is heaving as nimble fingers cup my breasts and thumbs circle on my skin above my bra. And he doesn’t touch my nipples, but they are puckering and hardening, waiting for him, so I shove his head into them.

      Noah’s fingers slide around the bottom of my breasts before he raises them out of the bra cup. He grips me, gliding back and forth between my nipples before his tongue teases my areolas.

      And I push all thoughts of what I’m doing, how I’m allowing this, and why I’m crossing the line that I shouldn’t cross into the back of my mind.

      Gripping his hair, I press him farther in me, as his mouth moves from my nipples to the side of my breast, and he sucks me so hard he marks me.

      “Fuck, Noah!” I cry out.

      His mouth moves to my neck and then my ear. “I told you I was going to own you tonight. You sure you still want this?”

      There’s no hesitation. “Yes. Don’t ask me again.” Stop pulling my thoughts that we shouldn’t be doing this to the surface. I should stop, I know I should, but I can’t. I grasp his head, desperately yanking his mouth back into mine.

      “Don’t tell me what to do. I’m your boss,” he orders between kisses.

      “You’re an asshole.” I bite his lip.

      Noah groans. “That’s what you want.”

      I should be more disturbed by the fact he thinks I want an asshole, but that’s what I told him. My thoughts are confused about whether he is or not, but he made me choose, and this is what I’m going to get. In this moment, my body is burning so hot for him I don’t care which version of him I get, as long as I get him.

      His arms go around my back and legs, and he picks me up and carries me into the bedroom as I suck on his neck and shimmy the shirt off my arms. While walking, he releases my bra from me.

      We get into his bedroom, and as soon as he lays me on the bed, he yanks my skirt off. For a brief moment, he stands over me, assessing me, and swallows hard. But it doesn’t last long, and he dips to my lower body.

      Warm breath lingers, and he grazes the outside of my panties. Then, with one quick move, he jerks them off me, ripping the thin material effortlessly.

      “Oh shit!” I cry out, as the back of my thong gives me a painful but pleasurable jolt.

      He softly laughs then his lips flutter across my mound.

      I moan, open my legs up to him, and reach for his head.

      “Fuck, you’re smooth,” he mumbles.

      Throbbing heat and butterflies flood me, and his mouth moves an inch farther, teasing me, taunting me, tempting me as his tongue slides through me.

      “Noah,” I cry out as my body shudders, and he yanks my hips and pulls me into his mouth, stroking me with his tongue, massaging me with his lips, and sending me higher and higher.

      He grabs my hands from the top of his head and shoves them on my hips then places his hands over mine, locking them against my body.

      I bring them up and wrap them around his shoulders. He turns his head and flutters his lips on the inside of my thighs, and I buck into his face as he pushes against my hands harder.

      “Oh God,” I whimper as his mouth latches onto my pussy and drives me into my paradise.

      I try to move my hands, but I can’t as he holds them tight on my hips. I squeeze my thighs tighter on his neck and buck harder into him, erupting against his mouth, shattering into his face, calling out his name as my eyes roll.

      In my aftermath, he releases my hands and gently moves my legs back to the bed before removing his clothes and making his way up my body.

      I urgently grasp his head, wanting and needing his mouth, tongue, and body.

      “Knee, okay?” he whispers between kisses as I grasp his back full of muscle and press his torso on mine.

      “Mm-hmm.” I think of all the ways I want to experience him, and I realize my knee should limit me, but I don’t care. I’m willing to wreck it further to feel more of what he just gave me.

      He reaches over to his drawer, pulls out a strip of condoms, and rips one open with his teeth. I pull it out of the wrapper and roll it over his enormous erection, and he groans in my ear as I wonder if he will fit entirely inside me.

      Like a greedy girl, I try to shove him into me, but he laughs softly, moves his hips away, and finger fucks me, plunging in me, first one, then two, then three, going deeper and deeper while twisting and turning.

      “You’re so tight, I can’t wait to put my cock in you,” he growls as I tremble from his fingers, and he grows harder against my thigh, which I didn’t think was possible.

      I’m whimpering, grinding faster onto him, and burying my face into his neck as he unleashes mayhem on me.

      Chaos. My body is a sea of chaos, vibrating into his warm skin, and he pulls out his fingers and slides them into my mouth then enters me.

      I suck on his fingers, and we both groan as my insides clutch his girth.

      “Relax,” he whispers, removing his fingers from my mouth. I take a few breaths as he sinks further into me and closes his eyes then opens them. “You’re going to take all of me tonight.”

      I’m still shaking. I pulse around him as I bend my legs and dig into his shoulders, driving him deeper, already full but knowing he has more to give.

      “That’s it, Piper,” he encourages.

      I moan into his mouth and his shaft glides against my already pulsating walls. My nails burrow into his flesh, marking him as mine, if only for this one night.

      Stubble scratches my jawline as he nibbles with his lips and teeth, working his way to my ear.

      Our bodies begin to sweat and I lick his neck, tasting the salt of his skin.

      “Oh God!” I cry out as he sucks my neck hard and thrusts into me with more force.

      “You want the asshole, right?” he asks again.

      “Noah!” I burst out. My mouth forms an O and I blink trying to find my focus.

      But I can’t. I spin as he shoves his arms under me and tightens them around me, owning me, worshiping me, destroying me.

      No one will ever do again. I know this, and I am doomed, as I unravel completely in his arms, with his eyes blazing into mine, soaring into his own high, forcing me into a higher state of ecstasy.

      When it’s over, I lie limp and exhausted under him. He shoves his tongue into my mouth once more before pulling back, then releases my legs that are clutched around him.

      Noah gets off me, disappears into his closet, then comes out crushing up an ice pack. After placing it on my knee, he turns toward me, surveys my naked body, and growls, “Ice up. Your night is just getting started,” before turning and leaving the room.
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      Noah

      

      Flashbacks of our night fill my head, and I can still smell her scent on me. The ways and number of times I made Piper beg and plead were too many to count.

      But she didn’t just beg for her own high.

      I iced her knee all night—twenty minutes for each bag, and when the alarm would ring, I would come back in and manipulate her body all over again. And while she iced, I left her, as I reminded myself she told me to be an asshole.

      After the third bag, still exhausted from our last encounter, she fancied my cock in her mouth. She sat up in bed, and while I desired nothing more than her pretty mouth around my dick, I made her beg for it.

      Memories of me convulsing against the wall, my knees touching the headboard and thrusting inside her mouth as she deep throated me while she moaned, makes me get hard again. And just because she liked me better as a dickhead, I didn’t warn her I was cumming and made her suck me dry. But she loved it, and I saw it.

      Yep, she wanted me to be an asshole, and I made sure I was one.

      I made her beg for her orgasms.

      I tormented her until she was so hot and bothered she was willing to do anything just to have me touch her.

      I stayed away from her unless I was fucking her.

      When she fell asleep in my bed, and the alarm rang for her ice bag to be removed, I woke her up and made her beg me some more.

      The fifth time she fell asleep, the morning crept into the night, and I went into the guest bedroom and fell asleep.

      I wanted to stay with her, wrap her in my arms, and wake up next to her, but she chose the asshole, so that is what she got.

      Sitting up in bed, I glance at my phone. It’s after ten. I debate whether to be a complete jerk and tell her to go or feed her breakfast, especially since she didn’t eat her dinner.

      It’s a new day. Make her some breakfast. You can stop being an asshole now. She has to be starving.

      I saunter out to the kitchen and open the fridge. I have eggs, bacon, and some fruit. I wonder if she eats that?

      I’m about to go wake Piper up and ask her when I realize her purse and laptop bag are gone.

      Panic creeps through me, and I move a little too quickly into the bedroom.

      Sure enough, she’s left. The bed is made, and her ripped panties and shirt are sitting neatly on the pillow, a souvenir of our night together. What did she wear home?

      I survey the room. She folded my pants and underwear and put them on the chair.

      She wore my shirt home, and I realize I’m grinning, thinking about her wearing it. I almost text her but decide not to. I have a lot of work to do, and I need to get her off my mind, so I jump in the shower instead.

      Freshly showered and dressed, I grab my laptop and head out to the coffee shop around the block.

      I get set up at a quiet table in the back with a cup of coffee beside me. I work for hours, analyzing information, assessing risks, and adding information to my spreadsheet.

      Suddenly, the Google spreadsheet has a five pop up, but then it’s deleted. I freeze and watch the screen, panicky at first, but then I realize I gave Piper access. The upper right-hand corner has a circle with her initials in pink.

      What’s she doing?

      Numbers appear on the screen quicker than I can calculate and input myself. Within minutes, the analysis becomes clearer.

      I click onto an empty cell and write, “How’s your knee?”

      The screen stays blank for several minutes, and my heart races as I wonder if she already left, but the pink circle with her initials is still up in the corner.

      “Fine.”

      Hmm. Not much going for me in that answer. I decide to change tactics.

      “How did you get that done so quickly?”

      She quickly fires back, “I’m smart.”

      Chuckling, I write, “I can see that.”

      “What, no asshole today?”

      I cringe. “Is that what you always want me to be?”

      She doesn’t reply, and I tap my fingers on the table, waiting.

      “No.”

      I let out a breath and, “Do you want another coffee?” pops up on the screen.

      Quickly, I turn. She is seated a few tables behind me with her laptop open. “Hey.” I try not to sound too excited she’s here but I am.

      “Hey,” she softly replies then picks up her laptop and sits down across from me.

      She’s had hardly any sleep and could still grace the cover of Vogue.

      Piper is in a bright-blue tunic sweater and doesn’t have any makeup on. I have to hold myself back from reaching over and kissing her.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask her.

      “About an hour.”

      “You’ve been trying to figure out how to screw with me for an hour, huh?”

      The corners of her mouth turn up. “Yep.”

      I laugh then admit. “I was going to make you breakfast this morning, but you were gone.”

      She shifts in her seat. “I didn’t know where you went so...”

      “I was in the other bedroom.”

      Hurt. It passes over her face but doesn’t stay long.

      I quickly blurt out, “You wanted me to be an asshole.”

      She bites her lip and takes a deep breath, and I’m not sure how to interpret what she’s thinking.

      My stomach drops. “What’s wrong?”

      Piper nervously shifts in her seat . “I don’t know the best way to say this—”

      “But?”

      “My job is really important to me. I’ve worked hard to get where I’m at.”

      “I know.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      She shrugs.

      I press her and repeat, “Why do you think that?”

      Avoiding my question, she takes a deep breath. “You’re my boss, and I know we crossed the line last night, but I don’t want this to affect my career.”

      “You think I would harm your position in the company because of last night?”

      “I don’t know, would you?” she quietly asks.

      I shake my head at her in disgust. “No, I would not.”

      Piper peers at me like she isn’t sure I’m telling the truth.

      “You honestly think I’m that guy?”

      Her bottom lip shakes, and I hate myself because I want to pull it between my teeth. “I want to believe you aren’t, but you’ve got the power, I don’t.” Piper’s face reddens, and her head tilts down.

      I curse myself because she’s right, but she’s also wrong. And I know the situation. I raise her chin and sternly reply. “No, I don’t. I told you last night if you want to go to HR and destroy me, you can.”

      “I would never do that to you.”

      “Well, I would never do anything to harm you or your career. I’m not that type of an asshole.”

      A small smile plays on her face, but she still doesn’t seem like she fully believes me.

      “I promise.”

      “So, you aren’t going to tell anyone?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, of course not. This is worse for me than you if this gets out.”

      “I doubt that.”

      I sigh. “No one is going to know because of me, and I would never harm your career. Can you please trust me on this.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      I’m relieved she seems to believe me, but it’s short-lived. “Are you going to tell me the real reason behind your list?”

      “No,” I blurt out.

      Hurt crosses her face once again. “So, it is about more than money?”

      It’s my turn to shift uncomfortably, but I don’t answer her.

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      I shouldn’t be nasty, but I can’t help it. “It’s not your business.”

      “So, I’m supposed to work on projects blindly?”

      “Yes.”

      “Seriously? I think I have a right—”

      I snort and she furrows her brows at me. Before it comes out of my mouth, I know that it may be the worst thing yet I’ve said to her. But I need her to stop prying because if she knows the truth, it could put her in danger. “I didn’t choose to have you on this project. Just do your job and pick up your paycheck.”

      Her mouth falls open. A minute passes, and my stomach flips over and over. I totally disrespected her because her job means more than just a paycheck to her. And I already know that about her.

      God, you’re a miserable, nasty bastard.

      She quickly slips her laptop into her bag and slides out of her seat.

      Every ounce of me wants to take her in my arms and apologize and tell her the truth, just to appease her. But I don’t.

      Disgust, hatred, anger—her face is full of all of it. “Have a good weekend. Boss.” The last word hangs in the air, and I’ve just screwed up any chance with her I might ever have.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the weekend drags by as I try to concentrate on work, but I can’t get Piper out of my mind. Several times an hour, I start to text her or call her to apologize, but I hold myself back.

      Probably best if this doesn’t go any further.

      Nope, it’s better if she hates me because I can’t put her at risk. She can run formulas and do analysis, but that’s it.

      I don’t know why Bennett had to get her involved anyway.

      Monday morning comes fast, and I’m outside Bennett’s office at 8 a.m. sharp.

      Bennett stops reading the paper when I knock on the door. “Good morning.”

      “Hey. I need to talk to you.”

      He points at the empty chair. “What’s going on, Noah?”

      “I need you to remove Piper from my projects.”

      “Oh?” He raises an eyebrow at me.

      “She doesn’t need to be involved in this. No one does. I can handle it on my own.”

      Bennett takes a deep breath. “That’s where you’re wrong. You can’t handle this on your own. I told you if you wanted to go after this, I would support you, but you can’t work yourself into the ground again.”

      Again. The word hangs in the air.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Now, yes.”

      “Bennett—”

      “No. I’m not going to change my mind, and I’m not going to take Piper off this and put anyone else on it. She’s the smartest cookie we have in the company, and she will be a valuable asset to you. She can learn a lot from you, too, and this can help promote her quicker into the vice president role I know she wants. I’m not going to hold her back because your ego wants you to do this all on your own.”

      My insides flip. The last thing I want to do is hold Piper back, but I don’t want her involved in this. “This could put her in danger.”

      “The company we buy isn’t the dangerous part, Noah. You know that. Let her run the numbers and do the analysis so we can find their weak spots.”

      “She’s too smart. She’s already asking questions.”

      Bennett laughs.

      “What is so funny?”

      “Of course she is, I told you she’s the smartest cookie we have here. She’s a huge asset to this company and a rising star.”

      “Just take her off it, please.”

      Bennett shakes his head. “No. You keep Piper. You allow her to help you so you don’t have another breakdown, and you teach her more about mergers and acquisitions, or I pull the plug on this project.”

      “Seriously?” I grumble.

      “Yes.” Bennett isn’t going to budge.

      I rub my hands over my face.

      “What else is going on that you don’t want her on this with you?”

      My heart races. “What do you mean?”

      He smirks at me.

      “What?”

      “Hey, she’s a perfect ten.”

      “You sound like a dirty old man now.” I try to avoid giving any of my feelings about Piper away.

      Bennett holds his hands in the air. “I’m just pointing out that she’s beautiful, around your age, and you two would challenge each other.”

      I scowl at him trying to dismiss it. “She’s my employee,” I grumble.

      A cocky, knowing expression appears on Bennett’s face. “I realize that the corporate policies are stricter today than they were in the past, but stuff happens. I may be old, but I’m not a fool.”

      “Well, I’m not interested,” I lie in my most convincing voice.

      Jeez. If Piper heard this conversation, she’d have a heart attack right now.

      I stand. I don’t want to discuss Piper with Bennett anymore. “So, you aren’t going to let me pull her off this, then?”

      Bennett sits back in his chair, and taps his fingers together. “Nonnegotiable.”

      I trudge toward the door. “Fine. If she gets hurt, it’s on your head.”

      “Don’t let her,” he calls after me. “And I expect you to mentor her.”

      Mentor her. Ugh. That’s the last thing I need to be doing.
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      Piper

      

      He’s the biggest asshole I know. There’s no doubt in my mind, and I curse myself for the millionth time for sleeping with him.

      Well, you didn’t actually sleep with him. You just let him fuck you into oblivion for ten hours straight.

      I try to push my thoughts away as I get off the elevator. It’s the middle of the week, and I’ve managed to avoid him. Well, except through email or Google sheets, and one text conversation. That was exceptionally fun.

      On Monday morning, I received a text from Noah. “Can you update the risk analysis report?”

      “Can you communicate with me via the company email and not my personal cell phone?”

      After that, it was all email and Google sheets.

      When I get to my office, he’s sitting in the chair across from my desk.

      Seriously? He can’t even respect my personal office?

      “What are you doing here?” I snarl at him.

      He turns in his seat with a cocky expression on his face. “Good morning to you, too.”

      Glaring at him, I hurl, “What are you doing in my office?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to see how early you get here.” He attempts to joke with me, but I’m not giving him an inch.

      “Noah, what do you want?” I snap.

      He sighs. “Bennett wants an update at noon today and requires us both to be there.”

      I ignore him and take off my coat and put it on the hook near the door.

      He stands and comes closer to me. I take a step back, and he stops. An expression I can’t figure out passes across his face. He reaches past me and closes the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      My heart is thumping so hard, I’m sure he can hear it.

      “I’m sorry I was a dick to you. But you can’t act like this around Bennett.”

      I snap my head up at him. “No, you aren’t.”

      “Yes—”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear your I’m a dick, I’m not a dick bullshit mind-game crap. Just stop.”

      Noah runs his hand through his hair and exhales hard. “Okay. But you still can’t act like this around Bennett.”

      I throw some more daggers at him. “And how exactly am I supposed to act, Boss?”

      “Well, don’t say that, whatever you do.”

      I fold my arms over my chest.

      “Can we get on the same team for a bit here?” He raises his eyebrow at me, and I want to slap him and kiss him at the same time.

      Taking a deep breath, I tell myself to pull it together because this is work and I shouldn’t have brought the personal into it.

      “How long is this meeting scheduled for?” I lower my voice.

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “What are we supposed to be presenting?”

      “Bennett wants preliminary numbers.”

      I take a deep breath. Noah’s clean, earthy scent flares in my nostrils, and my pulse beats faster. I wish he was hideous, but he’s not, and my attraction toward him isn’t any less than before. “We aren’t done with them yet.”

      “We have time to get it done before the meeting. Let’s put our heads together.”

      The last time we put our heads together, you fucked me for hours, religiously iced my knee, and slept in the guest bedroom.

      I want to tell Noah no thanks, but I realize that this is my job, and I need to be professional. “All right.”

      “Meet in conference room four in ten minutes?”

      “Fine.”

      “I’ll grab us a coffee from the cafe downstairs. What do you want?”

      “Plain latte. Thanks.”

      He opens his mouth to talk but snaps it shut. “I’ll see you in the conference room, Piper.”

      When Noah leaves, I sit down in my office chair. My insides are quivering from a mix of anger and lust, and I hate that I’m so attracted to him. All I’ve thought about since leaving his penthouse Saturday morning is him, and it’s driving me crazy. I hate him, but I want him, and I remind myself it cannot ever happen again.

      The number of times I cursed myself for even allowing him to touch me is too large to count. I had crossed a line, a big line, and it could destroy everything I had ever worked for. Besides my friends, my career means everything to me and I put that at risk.

      He said to trust him, that he wouldn’t ever hurt my career, but I wasn’t going to put my full faith in him when he morphed between Mr. Asshole and Mr. Nice Guy all the time.

      I need to get past my feelings for him and concentrate on work because the last thing I want to do is disappoint Bennett.

      I get to the conference room and open my laptop. Noah comes in shortly with his computer bag and two coffees. He hands me mine then sits his down and pulls out the chair right next to me.

      Great, I get to sit and smell him while his energy radiates into all my cells. Perfect.

      I turn on my computer and sit back with my legs crossed while it’s firing up.

      Noah points at my legs. “How’s your knee?”

      I blush slightly at the thought of how he iced my knee all night, between making me beg to cum so many times I lost track. I even begged to suck his dick. My face grows hotter as he waits for me to answer. “Fine.”

      “Looks good—like it’s healing,” he adds quickly.

      Okay, we need to get off the topic of my body parts.

      I scoot closer to the table. “So, the third company needs some work. We should probably work on those numbers.”

      “Agree.” He turns his computer on, we pull up our charts, become engrossed in our task, and complete it about an hour before our session with Bennett. I’m about to go back to my office when Noah stops me. “We have an hour. Let’s go grab some lunch, Piper.”

      I freeze then turn back to him. “Let’s just keep this professional, okay?”

      “Piper—”

      Without thinking, I put my hand over his. “Leave it, okay? It is what it is. It happened. It can’t go anywhere, and it’s not good for either of us, so let’s forget it happened and keep it professional.”

      Noah’s jaw clenches. “I really am sorry. I knew it was horrible and not to say it before I said it.”

      My heart bleeds. I want to believe that it could work between Noah and I, but it never can. “It’s not about that.”

      “No?”

      “This isn’t what you want, Noah. You’re the successor CEO of one of the largest investment capital firms in the country. You don’t need or want this, so let’s forget it ever happened. You stay in your lane, and I’ll stay in mine. I’ll see you at noon for our meeting.” I can feel my lip shaking. I turn away from him and leave.

      “Piper,” he calls out after me, but I don’t turn around. I can’t. One glance at him and I’m going to fall apart, and I can’t afford to go there. I just need to go back to my two-plus-two-equals-four world. The equation of Noah Parker has too much gray area.

      I get into my office and lock the door because I’m half afraid he may try to come in, and I need time to regroup before the meeting with Bennett.

      I still don’t know why Noah is trying to buy these three companies. I know it has to do with more than money, but I’m not going to ask him again. All weekend I searched the Internet for information about Noah, trying to figure out if his story about being a paramedic and not growing up rich is true, but I couldn’t find anything. All I found was one success story after another from age twenty-four when he hit the merger-and-acquisition scene. So he is a big mystery to me, and he obviously wants it to stay that way.

      Noah’s asshole-vs.-not-an-asshole game has my emotions all over the place, and I don’t want to keep playing. The truth is, I loved our night together, but I hated how he played the asshole, and I don’t want to be a pawn in his psyche anymore.

      I told him to be an asshole because I wanted him, and, at that moment, I permitted him to treat me like dirt. I’m done with that.

      I spent the night with two different men—Noah, the dream guy who took care of my knee and my every need, and Noah, the jerk who left me after every orgasm and slept in a different bed.

      The first man is the one I want. But he can’t be that all the time, and I don’t have any place in my life for the other one. The other one chooses to hurt me, and I won’t be a masochist.

      The hour passes quickly, and I get to Bennett’s office five minutes early, before Noah. Bennett’s assistant shows me into the conference room where Bennett is already sitting.

      “Piper.” His face lights up as it usually does when he sees me.

      God, please don’t ever find out I screwed your nephew. Bennett had given me tons of opportunities to develop my career despite my age. I never wanted him to be disappointed in me or feel he wasted his time promoting me.

      “Hey, Bennett.” I take a seat across from him.

      “How is the new project going?”

      “Fine.” I attempt to give him a smile, but it feels fake on my face.

      Bennett folds his hands on the table. “Are you learning a lot from Noah?”

      Learning a lot from Noah?

      Thankfully, I’m saved from answering that as Noah comes in.

      “Noah, sit down.” Bennett points to the seat next to me.

      I can’t read the expression on Noah’s face. I feel the buzz of his energy and smell his sexy scent once again. My pulse beats hard in my neck.

      “Noah, I was just asking Piper if she’s learning a lot from you.”

      He shifts in his seat.

      Bennett addresses me. “Well, are you?”

      My mouth goes dry, and I try to figure out how to answer that question. “There’s been a lot to get caught up on with this project. I’ve been wrapping my head around all the details,” I offer, hoping that will appease him.

      Bennett glowers at Noah. “I thought I made myself clear on Monday.”

      Monday? I shoot Noah a “what is he talking about” glance.

      “We’ve been getting all the preliminary data together. We can’t do anything until we have the information.”

      “You sure about that?” Bennett questions.

      Noah taps his fingers on his thigh nervously, and I don’t know why I do it, but I lie to Bennett twice in one week, which I never did before Noah.

      “I’ve had a lot of questions that Noah’s been kind enough to answer for me.”

      Bennett’s face changes, but I can’t read it. I worry Bennett knows I’m lying, but he asks, “Do you feel you are up to speed now?”

      “Yes, now that we have the preliminary data.”

      Bennett narrows his eyes at Noah and he flushes. “How many times have you met this week?”

      Noah takes a deep breath. “Once. This morning.”

      “Do you think that is going to allow Piper to learn?”

      What the heck is going on here?

      Noah shifts again. I blurt out, “Honestly, I’ve holed myself up in my office studying the numbers. It’s not Noah’s fault. I asked him to give me time to process all this information.” Once again, I have no idea why I’m jumping in to save Noah from whatever this is.

      A ray of sunlight comes through the window and highlights Bennett’s deep frown. “Okay, Piper. I understand this is all new to you.”

      Noah is nervously tapping his fingers on his thigh and I want to reach out and tell him to stop, but I don’t. I am not sure what is going through Bennett’s mind but he appears upset, and I hate that I’m part of the reason.

      Bennett sits back and pushes his fingertips together. The room is so quiet you can hear a pin drop, and Noah keeps tapping his fingers and shifting in his seat. “Until this project is over, I’m having another desk added to your office, Noah. Piper, you will move in there until further notice.”

      I snap my head to Bennett. “I’m losing my office?”

      “Not losing it. You can have it back after this project is over.”

      My stomach drops. Only four days after fucking the boss, and you’re already losing what you’ve earned. Great job, Piper.

      No. This cannot happen.

      “Bennett, that isn’t necessary,” I protest. “I will work faster from now on.”

      “This isn’t about the speed at which you work.”

      “Bennett, did I do something wrong?”

      “No, not at all. This isn’t a punishment. I put you on this project to make sure that Noah doesn’t work himself into the ground again.”

      Again? What does that mean? Noah is shooting daggers at Bennett.

      Bennett goes on. “I also put you on this project to learn from Noah. There will be a vice president position opening up in the new mergers and acquisitions department he is heading up. If you can learn the skills, then the position will be yours. You can’t do that in a separate room, and Noah thinks he can do everything himself. So until I say different, you two are sharing an office.”

      Vice president position? So I would have to continue to work under Noah? Noah’s face is red, his lips tight.

      “You have something you want to say, Noah?” Bennett challenges.

      Noah takes a deep breath, and his hands clench. “No.”

      Bennett stands. “Send the numbers to me via email. Piper, pack up your office. A desk will be ready for you tomorrow morning.” He faces Noah. “I expect a weekly report on what you’re teaching Piper. Piper, if you have any problems with Noah, you come talk to me, okay?”

      He is waiting for me to answer. Not really sure what is going on with this meeting, I quietly respond, “I’m sure there won’t be any reason for that.”

      “Good.” He leaves.

      Shocked, I realize my insides are quivering.

      Noah places his hand on my arm. “I’m sorry.”

      I shake his gesture off. “Don’t touch me. And what did he mean by again? And don’t give me some nasty answer, or I’ll go ask Bennett to clarify.”

      Noah takes a big breath. His jaw clenches. “I had a nervous breakdown a year ago.”

      “What happened?”

      “I just worked too much.”

      “That doesn’t tell me what happened.”

      Noah’s leg bounces. “Do I have to get into the details?”

      “Yes.”

      Noah taps his fingers on his thigh again. “Bennett came to visit, and I was spinning out.”

      “Spinning out?”

      “Why do you need to know this?”

      “Does it matter? You just cost me my hard-earned private office. I think I deserve some honesty.”

      Noah rubs his forehead hard. “I became obsessed about a deal I was working on. It didn’t happen. I lost it in front of Bennett, and he made me go to a facility for a month.”

      He went to a mental hospital?

      Biting my lip, I tilt my head at him and feel my face relax.

      “Stop staring at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t need to be pitied.”

      “What do you need?”

      Several minutes pass, and I realize he isn’t going to answer, so I ask, “Why were you obsessed with it?”

      He still doesn’t answer.

      “It has to do with our current project, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me why you’re going after these companies.”

      “No.”

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “I just can’t.”

      I sneer at him. “You’re such an asshole.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “What did Bennett mean by Monday?”

      Noah closes his eyes briefly. “I asked him to remove you from the project.”

      “You told me you wouldn’t hurt my career.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “You told me that you wouldn’t hold what happened between us against me.”

      “I didn’t. I’m not.”

      “No? What would you call it?”

      Noah rubs his hand through his hair. “I... I knew you were mad at me and thought you would be happier not working with me.”

      I glare at him. “He just said I am in a position to get a VP role from this project.”

      “I didn’t know that at the time.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Damn it, Piper, I’m not out to hurt you. I would never do that.”

      Taking a deep breath, I slide my chair back, stand up, shake my head, and start toward the door.

      “Piper!”

      I spin around. “What?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You can only apologize so many times, Noah. It gets old.” I spin back around and leave, blinking back tears and cursing myself once again for getting involved with him on a personal level.
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      Noah

      

      It’s 7 a.m. the next day. I enter my personal office and Piper is already there. “You’re here early.”

      She has a box on her desk and is unpacking it. “Yeah, well, I kind of had to rearrange my entire work life.”

      I pick the box up off her desk and put it on mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking one for the team.”

      I point to the desk they added to my office. “This is a shittier desk. It’s got a shittier view. I’ll take the shittier desk with the shittier view, and you take my desk.”

      After a moment, she says, “This doesn’t make up for the fact you’re an asshole.”

      I tilt my head at her and grin. “Not even a little bit?”

      She bites her lip. “Your stuff is still in it.”

      “Easily solved.” Resisting the urge to pull her in my arms, I grab things and toss them over to the other desk.

      When we get done, I have to hold myself back from touching her, but I don’t. “Hey, I really am sorry I was a dick and about your office. And I swear, I didn’t know about the VP position.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Okay. Thanks for the desk.”

      I give her a little salute, she rolls her eyes, and I go back to my new desk.

      My secretary, Ginger, strolls in then halts. “Whoa! How did you get him to give up his desk?”

      Piper frowns.

      “I needed a new view, so I made her take it,” I say like it isn’t a big deal.

      “Are you going to move your monitors?” Ginger asks.

      I shake my head. “They won’t fit on this desk.”

      “Then maybe you should switch desks and just rearrange your furniture?” Ginger continues to pry.

      “No need. I’m going to install wall monitors soon anyway.”

      Ginger glances between us. “Hmmm.” She leaves the room.

      Piper’s eyes widen.

      “Seriously? Calm down. That was nothing.”

      Bennett enters next. “Ah, glad you two have gotten settled.”

      “All ready for people to stop coming in so we can actually work,” I hint.

      He ignores me. “Piper, do you need anything?”

      She scrunches her forehead. “No, I’m okay, but, Bennett, please don’t give my office away.” My heart rips because I know I caused her to lose her private space.

      Bennett sits down across from her. “Your office will stay empty until you return. This is not a punishment, and I want you to remember that. This is so you can learn.”

      Piper takes a deep breath. Bennett swivels in his chair to face me. “Don’t forget, Noah, I want a weekly mentorship report.”

      “Okay. Can you get out of my office, now?”

      “Don’t you mean our office?” Piper smirks at me.

      “Sorry. Bennett, get the fuck out of our office.”

      Piper blinks, shocked, and Bennett chuckles and stands. “Piper, keep his ass in line.”

      I follow him to the door, shut, and lock it behind him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I think we’ve had enough company for the morning, don’t you?”

      A smile plays on her lips. “Yes.”

      God, I want to kiss her.

      The next hour is spent working, but I have a hard time functioning without my three monitors, and I spend most of my time sneaking glances at Piper. From time to time, I catch her peeking at me. I finally sigh and rub my face.

      “What’s wrong?” Piper asks.

      “Nothing.”

      She smirks at me.

      “What?”

      “You can’t work without your monitors, can you?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Piper stands up and unplugs the monitors.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Moving them.”

      “They won’t fit on this desk.”

      “Nope. That’s why I didn’t bring mine in.”

      “Then, what are you doing?”

      “Moving them to the conference table. We’re both working on the same sheets, and we can share until the wall monitors come in. Unless you were joking about that?”

      “What do you think about monitors on that wall?” I point to the wall across from our desks and the table.

      “That would be nice.”

      “I’ll order them, then.”

      We move the monitors. Before I know it, Piper is on the floor, crawling under the table with her ass in the air.

      “It’s not pulling through the grommet,” she mutters as my dick throbs in my pants.

      Do not grab her ass. Do not grab her ass.

      I get on all fours and duck under the table next to Piper, and, as I’m trying to figure out the wires, I bang my head.

      “Shit!”

      “Noah, you okay?” She kisses my head and freezes.

      It’s slow motion, and my mind tells me not to do it, but I reach for her head and pull it so her lips are right next to mine. “I’m going to kiss you right now, and I don’t want you to freak out now or later. But you tell me no if you don’t want me to.”

      She doesn’t tell me not to, so I take it as permission. I pull her into me, and the fire from the other night is hotter than ever.

      Quickly, I’m on top of her, and she rolls me over so she’s on top of me.

      “Be careful of your knee,” I whisper.

      “My knee is fine,” she whispers back as she grinds into my cock.

      “You’re going to make me cum in my pants, Piper.”

      I grasp a fistful of her hair, gently pull her head back, and suck on her neck.

      “Don’t you dare mark me at work!”

      “Okay, I’ll be good,” I tell her as she circles on my dick harder.

      “Fuck, Piper!”

      She softly laughs, and I yank my wallet out of my pocket and pull out a condom then unzip my pants. She tears the packet and slides it on my cock.

      “Ah, that always feels so much better when you do it,” I mumble against her lips as I yank her skirt up higher.

      Her thong is delicate, just like the other night, and I rip it off her.

      “Noah! I’m going to be panty-less all day now.”

      I can’t help but grin against her lips. “I know.”

      “You’re such an asshole.”

      “You like me as an asshole.”

      She slips onto me. I have to tell myself not to blow my wad right there because she’s in my arms. I didn’t think she would ever let me touch her again, and her sex is gripping and sliding on my dick so fast my balls are already tightening.

      I’ve never had her this way before. The night we spent together, I had to be careful of her knee, and my only regret is she isn’t naked against me.

      “You’re killing me, Piper,” I murmur as she’s panting against me, softly moaning, and working her hips harder into my thrusts.

      “Oh God...oh God.” Her voice gets louder, and I put my hand over her mouth, but I groan loudly, and she soon covers my mouth as well.

      I’m sweating, heat coursing through me, and my balls clench.

      Piper bites my finger so hard I’m going to have bite marks, as she vibrates on me, throbbing against my cock.

      For a glorious moment, everything seems perfect in the world. Piper unravels on top of me, quietly moaning and shaking as I pump hard into her.

      When we’re done, we’re breathing hard and a sweaty mess.

      “I can’t believe I did this at work,” Piper mumbles.

      Seriously? She’s regretting it while my dick is still in her?

      I stroke her hair. “Shh. It’s fine. No one knows. Just relax for a minute.” I hold her close to me, if only for this minute because I sense she’s about to go apeshit.

      I’m surprised when she snuggles into my arms. I think things are good, but after a few minutes, she is back to analyzing things. “I don’t know why I just did that.”

      “Shh. Everything is okay.”

      She puts her face next to mine. “Don’t kiss me again at work, Noah.”

      My heart sinks again. “Why are you freaking out about this? No one knows. It’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not okay for me to fuck my boss at work.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me.”

      “Piper, I told you not to freak before I did it.”

      “I don’t care. Promise me you won’t do it again, or I’ll turn in my notice.”

      I snort. “Don’t make threats—”

      “Noah, I’m not threatening. I can’t do this at work.”

      I sigh. “Okay. I won’t kiss you at work again.” But I don’t promise her I won’t do it anywhere else.
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      Piper

      

      Charlotte, Quinn, Vivian, and I decide to head out to Club D so we can go dancing. It’s Friday night, and working side by side with Noah for the last week and a half is driving me insane.

      Noah’s been mostly helpful and kind, and every day he spends at least an hour teaching me about mergers and acquisitions. Every now and then, I’ll press him for information about why we are working on these companies, and he’ll make a dickhead comment, reminding me he’s an asshole.

      From time to time, I catch myself sneaking glances at him. As much as I still hate him, I can’t deny that I’m still attracted to him.

      Who am I kidding? Attracted is too weak a word. Addicted might be a better choice because he is all I can think, smell, and breathe.

      The girls and I are on our first round of drinks. We haven’t seen each other since lunch the day I hurt my knee and met Noah, and they don’t know anything. I’ve debated whether I should tell them and finally decide that I need to talk to someone. They don’t work at my firm, so I figure the risk is minimal.

      After our first toast, I hold up my glass. “To fucking your boss!”

      Quinn spits out her drink. “You had sex with Bennett?”

      I choke on my wine. “God no! His nephew, who is his successor.”

      “Please tell me he is young and hot,” Vivian says.

      “He’s thirty-four and eye candy with a body to match.”

      “So, why isn’t he here?” Charlotte asks.

      “One, no one knows. Two, he’s an asshole. Three, we are not dating. It only happened once...well, I don’t know how many times actually...it was over a ten-hour period...and will not happen again. Oh, and once under the table in our office.”

      “Ten hours!” Quinn screams.

      “Under the table! Nice!” Charlotte lifts her hand out for a high five.

      My face burns with heat. I ignore the high five.

      “Wow. Does he have a brother?” Vivian asks.

      I shrug. “No idea.

      “So why aren’t you tapping that again?” Charlotte raises an eyebrow.

      “You did hear me say he’s my boss, right?”

      Charlotte waves her hand in the air like it isn’t a big deal. “Sign the HR form and get down to business.”

      Quinn chimes in, “Seriously, Piper, what is the big deal? You aren’t the first person to shlup the boss, and it’s not like you aren’t already high up on the corporate ladder.”

      “Can we go back to the ten hours?” Vivian grins.

      “Like I said, he’s an asshole.”

      “Talking about me again?”

      My gut drops. My friends giggle. I turn. “Noah.”

      “You were talking about me?”

      “No, I was not talking about you, but yes, you are an asshole.”

      He winks at me.

      Jeez. This is so bad. He looks super-hot, and we’re out of the safety of the office.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He gestures to the man standing next to him. “This is my friend Xander. He’s moving to Chicago and in town for the weekend. We’re out...like you,” he teases.

      “Ha, ha.”

      “Do you guys want to join us?” Quinn moves over, no doubt hoping to get some action from Xander who’s pretty tasty himself.

      I shoot her a dirty look. She ignores me.

      “Don’t mind if we do.” Noah sits down practically in my lap.

      “Jeez, why don’t you just sit on me.”

      He leans in to murmur in my ear, “Or, you can sit on me.”

      Seriously?

      Although that sounds like a really delicious idea.

      No, no, no!

      Noah’s sexy smell that’s been driving me crazy for the last week and a half is once again filling my senses.

      “Don’t I have to be with you enough all day long?”

      He raises his brows. “I don’t know. Do you think it’s too much?”

      “Way too much.”

      He leans in again. “You’re pretty hot tonight. But then again, you always are.”

      “Are you drunk?”

      He laughs. “No, why?”

      “You’re pretty cocky tonight.”

      “Well, you’re normally glaring at me, so I might as well deserve it.”

      “I don’t do it that much.”

      “Really? Is that what you believe?”

      I tilt my head to him.

      “Piper, why don’t you relax. No one from the office is around. We’ve worked hard all week. Can we play nice? My friend is in town, and this is the first night out I’ve had since I moved.”

      I take a deep breath. He is right. I need to relax. “Okay. But you kind of interrupted my girls’ night out.”

      Xander is getting showered with attention from Quinn, Charlotte, and Vivian. Noah puts his lips right next to mine. “I don’t think your friends or mine care.”

      I roll my eyes but smile.

      He stands, grabs me, and pulls me up.

      “Noah, what are you doing.”

      He tugs me toward the dance floor. “Let’s go dance.”

      “Normally, you ask someone if they want to.”

      “Well, you want to but would say no.”

      I can’t deny that one. But this is bad. Bad, bad, bad. I do not need to be pressing against him.

      I try to let go of his hand, but he pulls me right into him. And just like his work ethic, and how he fucks, he excels at dancing, too.

      We stay on the dance floor for hours, grinding into one another, taking shots from the shot girl, and suddenly, Noah’s lips are on mine, and I am giving it to him as good as he gives it to me.

      His hands are all over me. Mine are all over him. Even though we are on a crowded dance floor, no one else seems to exist.

      My body is humming against his, and his hard-on is pushing into my stomach, taunting and teasing me.

      The voice in my head is warning me to stop, but my hormones win. I yell in his ear, “Is your driver here?”

      Noah firmly grasps my hand and drags me off the dance floor while pulling his phone out of his pocket and texting someone.

      We get to the front door of the club, and he puts his arm around my waist. “Do you want me or the asshole?”

      And I thought I wasn’t a masochist, but maybe I am because I blurt out, “The asshole.”

      An expression I can’t understand passes over his face, but it doesn’t stay long. “Let’s go,” he growls and leads me out of the club and into the back of his car.

      He tells the driver, “Just drive until I tell you to circle back.” The window between him and us goes up, and Noah quickly pins me to the seat and sucks so hard on my neck I know I’m going to have a mark.

      “Noah!”

      “You want me to go easy or hard, Piper?”

      And I figure I really am a masochist because I tell him, “Hard.”

      He sucks my neck again, in the same spot.

      “Fuck, Noah!” But I like it, and he knows it.

      He puts his head against mine. “I’m just marking you as mine, Piper. Isn’t that what you want?”

      Noah’s eyes challenge me, and I feel his hard-on next to my leg, and all I can think is how much I want it in me, how much I want to be his, and I’m once again pushing all thoughts about why this is a bad idea out of my head.

      “Yes, I want to be yours,” I cry out.

      His mouth is quickly all over my neck, and I pull his head to bring his lips to mine.

      Pushing my dress up and sliding my panties to the side, he glides his fingers in me.

      I whimper as he scorches me with his touch.

      “Tell me you want me, Piper.”

      I don’t answer him.

      He takes his fingers out of me.

      “Tell me you want me, Piper, or I’m stopping.” He rubs his cock over my nub, and I moan, as my nerve endings burst awake.

      I don’t want to admit it to him, but I never wanted anyone more than I want him, and the torture of being next to him every day and not touching him has been too much to bear.

      I bite my lip.

      “Okay, we’re going back.” Noah starts to roll the window down.

      “Stop.”

      He waits.

      “I want you, Noah.”

      His mouth crushes to mine, and his massive cock pushes into me, in one swoop.

      “Oh fuck!” I call out as I don’t even have time to surrender to him.

      Noah is thrusting into me, and I grab his ass and tell him to go harder.

      “You want it harder, Piper?”

      “Yes, Noah,” I cry out. And I do. I want it as hard as he will give it to me.

      I wrap my legs around him tighter and push his thick shaft deeper into me, clenching him as he slides in me.

      “Oh, you feel so good,” Noah groans.

      I dig my fingers into him as he pounds into me, his balls slapping hard against my ass, his lips and teeth gnashing the skin on my neck, marking me further.

      “I want you as mine, Piper,” he mumbles in my ear.

      “Right now, I am,” I tell him.

      He pulls his face to mine, breathing hard. “Not just now.”

      “Only tonight,” I pant, pulling him tighter to me and digging into him.

      Sadness passes over his face, but it’s momentarily because I climax, and my eyes roll, as Noah unleashes his seed in me, shattering both of us to pieces.

      He lies on me, and our necks are buried in each other’s. “Come home with me, Piper,” he mumbles.

      I freeze. I want to. I do. But I can’t. “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I said no.”

      Noah exhales into my neck then sits up quickly and buckles his pants. He rolls the dividing window down an inch. “Back to the club.” He rolls it back up.

      The atmosphere has shifted, and I want it to go back to how it was, but I know that is impossible.

      I slowly sit up and pull my dress back down, and I realize I’m sopping wet, full of his cum.

      I jerk my head at Noah. “Did you not use a condom?”

      His eyes widen. “Oh shit!”

      “Are you kidding me, Noah?”

      He puts his hands over his face. “Piper, I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry.”

      “You weren’t thinking?”

      His face turns red, and he barks, “Were you thinking?”

      “Is this part of your ‘I get to be an asshole’ plan?”

      “Are you serious? You want me to be an asshole. I don’t plan on being an asshole. You bring it out of me because that’s what you want, and all I’m trying to do is give you what you want.”

      “You think cumming in me without a condom is what I want?”

      “Wow. You really think I’m a complete asshole.”

      “Have you been tested?”

      Noah huffs. “I’m clean, Piper. Are you?”

      “Yes, I am clean.”

      “Are you on the pill?”

      “No.”

      Noah’s gapes at me then blurts out, “What kind of sexually active woman isn’t on the pill?”

      One who can’t have kids. I glare at him then turn, blinking back tears.

      I roll down the window and give the driver my address.

      Noah scowls at me. “What are you doing?”

      I stay quiet.

      “So you’re going to ignore me now? Because that is super mature, right?”

      I continue to ignore him, focusing on the window. Tears run down my face and I wipe at them but they are falling too fast.

      I hear Noah sigh, and he’s suddenly pulling me onto his lap and kissing away my tears.

      “Leave me alone,” I tell him but not very loud.

      “No. Stop telling me to leave you alone.”

      “You need to.”

      “Why?”

      “This can’t go anywhere, and you know it can’t.”

      “I never said that. You did.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Noah, we don’t have a future, so stop acting like we do.”

      The car stops. Noah motions between us. “Then what is this, between us. If there can’t be a future, then what is this?”

      “It’s just tonight.”

      “Then give me tonight, Piper.”

      He has both hands on my face, and I should tell him no, but I can’t. “Then come up.”
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      Noah

      

      Piper is at the club, and I didn’t know she would be here, but I see her, and it’s like a magnet pulling me toward her. And since we aren’t in the office, any control I’d been displaying over the last week and a half is broken. I fall headfirst into my attraction for her.

      She’s wearing a purple club dress, and I’m about to explode out of my pants just from looking at her. I’ve never seen her in anything besides work clothes, and my heart is pounding.

      Xander is with me, but I don’t need to explain anything to him. He knows I want Piper as mine.

      Once again, she tells me to be the asshole. I wish she would tell me that she wants me, not him, but she doesn’t, and I should turn around and keep her inside the club, but instead, I fall into the asshole role because I have to have her any way she will allow me to.

      My desire for her clouds my judgment, and the condom never even crosses my mind, which is the first time I’ve ever not thought about one. I’ve been in relationships before and not used one, but it’s always been agreed upon, and I feel like the biggest loser on earth for what I’ve done. And like the asshole I am, instead of taking full responsibility, I make her feel like shit and blame her for not being on the pill.

      Piper has this belief that there is no way we can be together, that this can’t be real, but I know it can. Sure, work complicates things, but I’ve read through the HR manual several times, and I know that all we would have to do is sign a form, and I would have to tell Bennett. Based on my previous conversation, I know he won’t care. In fact, he would probably be happy about it, but Piper is worried about her career. I can’t say I blame her. I know how she could be perceived, but I think everyone in the company knows her talent, and she’s already risen almost to the top of the ladder before meeting me, so I don’t see it as an issue.

      But she does.

      My rationale tells me to drop her off and don’t go up, but I can’t deny my craving for her, and if this is the only way I can have her, then I’m going to take it.

      Before we get out of the car, she stops from opening the door. “Crap, I don’t have my purse. My key and phone are in it.”

      I pick up my phone and text Xander. “Is Piper’s purse with you?”

      “Yeah, it’s on the table.”

      “Tell one of her friends to take it home.”

      “Okay. You taking her to your place?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, I’ve made other arrangements, I’ll text you tomorrow before I come back.”

      I chuckle inside my head. “Good man. Thanks.”

      “Have fun.”

      I send a fist-bump emoji and get one back and tell Piper. “One of the girls has your purse. You can get it tomorrow.” I roll down the driver’s window and tell him to go to my place before rolling it back up.

      “Maybe—”

      Before she can say anything else or think about why she shouldn’t come with me, I’m back to kissing her, stealing her lips and tongue, creating the heaven I’ve been dying to experience again over the last few weeks. No one on earth kisses like Piper because when she kisses me, I’m sure she wants me, she believes in me, she needs me...if only in that moment.

      And that’s what I want. More than anything, I want that all the time, but if tonight is the only time she will give it to me, then I have to take it.

      The ride from Piper’s place to mine is quick. Soon, we’re in the elevator, and I’m already claiming her as mine. I pick her up and push her against the wall, and she latches her legs around my waist. I’m so engrossed in her kisses, I don’t realize the elevator has stopped on my floor.

      “Noah, we have to get out,” she murmurs.

      The door has shut, so I hit the open button and carry her into the hallway. I never take my mouth off of hers, and I go straight to the bedroom, already unzipping her dress.

      “Shower,” she mumbles against my lips.

      Stopping first at my nightstand, I fumble with the drawer, pull it open, and grab a strip of condoms. Piper freezes like she’s going to say something.

      “What’s wrong?” I scan her eyes.

      She ignores my question and crushes her mouth against mine again, so I swiftly carry her to the bathroom and turn on the shower.

      I put her down so we can get our clothes off, and she’s already unbuttoned my shirt, and within seconds, we both are naked, and the shower water is warm enough to step in.

      Piper kisses my chest and works her way around to my back. My hands wrap behind me and press her into me but just for a brief moment, because I need to be pleasing her.

      Spinning around, I lather soap on her and massage her shoulders and back then turn her so her back is against my flesh. My hands slowly find her pussy, and I’m sliding my fingers into her and rolling my thumb across her nub. My lips are on her neck, and I listen to her sweet moans ricochet against the tile shower walls.

      Clearly, I’m a sucker for punishment because I growl, “Who do you want, Piper? Me or the asshole?” I pray she’ll choose me but once again, she rips my heart out.

      “Asshole,” she says, as I finger fuck her so hard she screams my name, her knees buckle, and the only thing holding her up is my arm around her waist.

      I rip the condom packet open with my teeth then remove the condom, spit the wrapper on the ground, and slide it over me. I bend Piper over, she braces her arms on the shower bench, and for the second time in the night, I enter nirvana, as she tremors slightly, tightly grasping my cock.

      “Noah!” The way she calls out my name is bliss, and I know I’ll be replaying it in my head long after this night is over.

      She is wrecking me. Every day in the office, every moment I spend with her, and all the ways I’m going to have her tonight is going to drive the destruction of my heart further, but I can’t help it and will give her whatever she allows me to.

      “Get your ass higher,” I growl then dig my fingers into her hips harder. I thrust faster into her heat and my balls slap against her clit.

      “Oh God, Noah!” Her voice echoes, ringing in my ears. I push harder and force myself not to cum even though my balls are a tightened, shriveled-up mess of nerves, waiting to explode against her walls that are spasming on me.

      I remind myself I need to be an asshole, and I slow down my thrusts.

      “Harder,” she calls out.

      She doesn’t want to tell me she wants me, so I bend over and put my mouth near her ear. After a few nibbles, I mumble, “Who else fucks you like this, Piper?”

      From the corner of my eye, I see her close her eyes.

      “I’m going to stop if you don’t answer me,” I warn her, even though it’s torturing me, too.

      But she wants the asshole.

      Piper gulps. I pull out slowly, and she quietly says, “No one.”

      “Louder,” I growl in her ear.

      “Only you, Noah.”

      Hearing what I want to hear, knowing that she didn’t want to admit that to me, I speed up, basking in the sound of her moans. Another hard thrust, and she trembles into her orgasm. She calls out obscenities and screams out my name again before collapsing against the bench.

      If heaven and earth collided, it would be in these moments with Piper. And when I allow myself to topple, I continue to drive hard into her, and she screams, “Oh fuuuuuck!” as she spirals out of control again.

      My lungs try to fill with air, and I pull Piper up and spin her into my arms.

      I want to make sure every drop of water is off of her but because I’m supposed to be an asshole, I demand, “Dry off. Your night is just getting started,” step out of the shower, grab my towel, dry myself off then leave the room.

      The pattern repeats itself all night. Make Piper tell me how much she wants me, make her plead for her orgasms, and send her skyrocketing. Then, be a dick to her after since that’s what she wants. But instead of sleeping in a different room, tonight I sleep with her.

      My plan is to wake up next to her, plead with her to see that we can be together, tell her to stop wanting me to be an asshole, and show her that I can still fuck her senseless and not be a douchebag. But when I wake up, Piper is gone, and I curse myself because I know that once again, I had a chance and lost it.
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        * * *

      

      “Why don’t you just text her?” Xander asks me over coffee, as I tell him the full story.

      “She told me after the first time it happened only to use the company email.”

      “For work stuff. Obviously, she doesn’t want you to email her personal shit.”

      “You have a point. She’s so damn smart with numbers, she figured out my phone code and texted her friends to find out who had her phone.” I opened up the text she had sent her friends and showed Xander.

      “Yeah, Charlotte got that text.”

      I grin at Xander. “I was wondering who you were going to go for.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, Piper and her friends are the definition of ‘beautiful people.’”

      “Are you going to see her again when you move here?”

      Xander shrugs. “I wouldn’t be opposed to it. We exchanged numbers. But I bet a girl like her is probably going to be taken by the time I move here.”

      “Well, you’ve got her number.”

      Xander takes a drink of coffee. “So, what are you going to do about Piper?”

      “I don’t know. She has it in her head we can’t be together because of work, so I’m sure she’ll be shooting daggers at me again come Monday.”

      “She does that often?”

      I laugh and smile at Xander. “Yep. Most of the time, I deserve it though.”

      “Why? What are you doing?”

      “She keeps asking me why I’m going after the companies I am.”

      “And you won’t tell her?”

      “No. It could put her in danger.”

      “So what do you tell her?”

      “Really shitty things.”

      Xander waits for me to tell him.

      I shift uncomfortably. “I say it’s not her business. To do her job and collect her paycheck. That she needs to stick to her director role and not get involved in more important matters.”

      “Jesus, Noah! Why would you go to that level?”

      I put my hands over my face. “Because she wants me to be an asshole, and she’s so damn smart I want her to stop prying into this.”

      “I don’t think she wants you to go to that level of asshole.”

      “I’m in over my head, Xander.”

      “Why don’t you just tell her the truth. That she could be in danger?”

      “I think she would want to pry more.”

      “I don’t know. I think you’re doing way more damage. Maybe you should just tell her and insist she plays dumb if it ever came down to it.”

      “Piper isn’t one to play dumb.”

      “Maybe not. So, how’s the project coming along?”

      Xander is the only person besides Bennett who knows why I am going after these companies, or even that I am.

      “I’ll be making a pitch to buy the companies in the next few weeks.”

      “Are you going to let her pitch with you?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Don’t you think she’s going to want in on that?”

      I let out a big breath. “Probably.”

      “What are you going to tell her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’d better figure it out soon because times flies.”

      The sinking feeling in my gut falls deeper because I know Piper isn’t going to take no for an answer without a fight. I need to figure out quickly how I’m going to get around this.
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      Piper

      

      Against my better judgment, I let Noah take me to his place, and I allow him to be an asshole to me all night. And after another night of cumming so many times I lose track, I want him and hate him even more.

      He makes me tell him all the things I don’t want to tell him.

      How much I love fucking him.

      How no one on earth makes me feel the way he does.

      How I can’t stand sitting next to him all day and not touching him.

      Yep, he makes me spill every thought that is in my head, and I hate him even more for it.

      And then he kisses me and whispers things in my ear.

      That he loves fucking me.

      That no one on earth makes him feel the way I do.

      That he can’t stand sitting next to me all day and not touching me.

      And then I want him more, and that’s before he tells me all the other things.

      How beautiful I am.

      How I’m the smartest person—not even woman but person—he knows, including himself.

      How he holds himself back all day long because I made him promise he wouldn’t kiss me at the office.

      As his lips and tongue crush against mine, he pulls me into him, making everything else in the world disappear because only our beating hearts and pulsing bodies exist.

      By the time the darkness turns into light, I want him so much that I have to leave. We’ve fallen asleep, and I’m curled up to his body, and nothing feels safer, or righter, than him.

      So I carefully sneak out, but not before I figure out his code on his phone and send the girls a text to find out who has mine. Vivian has it. I meet up with her for breakfast and tell her all about my night, and then I go home and sleep because I’m exhausted, and my mind is running a million miles a minute about the pros and cons of Noah.

      The biggest con is blinking at me like a neon sign. He is your boss. Your job is too important for you to mess with. Friends, work, that is your life. Stop playing Russian roulette with it.

      I wake up around three and pick up my phone.

      Noah has texted me. “Why did you leave?”

      My heart thumps. I don’t know how to answer his message, so I ignore it and hope he will just leave it.

      It’s been an hour, and I get another text.

      “Xander and I are going out. Do you and your friends want to come?”

      Yes, I want to see him, but I know if I do, I will break down, and my career will surely be destroyed. I will have to give in, and I’ll become known as the girl who slept her way to the top. So I don’t reply.

      After twenty minutes pass, he texts, “Are you back to ignoring me?”

      “I told you not to text me. Email is how you can communicate with me.”

      “You really want me to put this through email?”

      I bite on my lip. “No. So stop texting me. I have a life and plans.”

      “Hot date?”

      Before I can think, I write, “Yes.” I instantly regret it as the phone goes quiet. For the remainder of the weekend, I don’t hear from Noah, and while I told him not to text me, I’m secretly disappointed.

      Monday comes slowly. Saturday night and Sunday drag by, and all I can think of is him. I don’t sleep well and get to work at 7 a.m., thinking I’ll be the only one there, but I arrive at the office just as Noah does.

      “What are you doing here this early?” he asks me.

      I shrug. “I woke up early. What are you doing here?”

      “Same.”

      We stand frozen for a few moments, in awkward silence.

      “Want to go grab some coffee?” Noah finally asks.

      I debate in my head.

      “Seriously? It’s just coffee, I promise I won’t touch you.” He rolls his eyes.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I glare at him.

      “And you’re back to hating me. Awesome. On second thought, just forget it, Piper,” he says in a pissed-off voice.

      “Why do you have to be nasty?”

      Noah sarcastically laughs. “I’m being nasty?”

      “Yeah.”

      He steps forward so he’s only a foot away from me, and my pulse increases. His sexy clean scent flares in my nostrils, and I ask myself why I’m such a bitch to him, but I don’t want to back down. Scowling at me, he appears like he’s going to say something then shakes his head. “Feel free to text me, or better yet, you can email me if you want me to bring you anything back.” He spins and exits the office.

      I let out a big breath that I wasn’t aware I was holding, as I try to regulate my heartbeat.

      This is so stupid. Why am I treating him like shit? He’s still my boss.

      Before I can think any more, I get on the elevator and head for the coffee shop. I order a latte. Noah is sitting with his face to the wall and his hands on his forehead like he’s frustrated. I go over and sit down across from him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He doesn’t respond and puts his hands on the back of his head.

      I tilt my head at him. “Are you going to forgive me?”

      Slowly, a smile forms on his lips. “Sure, I forgive you. How was your hot date?”

      “I think we both know I didn’t have a date.”

      “Do we?”

      “Well, we do now.” I take a sip of my latte.

      “Are you going to keep me on the no-text lockdown?”

      I softly laugh. “The no-text lockdown?”

      He taps his fingers on the table. “What would you call it?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Well?”

      I sigh. I should tell him he’s still banned, but all weekend I kept checking my phone and waiting for him to text me. “Okay, I’ll lift the ban unless you screw up.”

      He rubs his hands on his face. “And what would that entail?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure. I’ll let you know when it happens.”

      “Well, knowing how much you hate me, I’m sure it’ll be today at some point.”

      I almost tell him I don’t hate him, but I don’t. Instead, I try to switch the subject. “Did you have a good time with Xander?”

      Noah nods. “Yeah, it was nice to spend time with a friend.”

      “You should make some here.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “What?”

      “It’s not that easy when you work a lot, and you’re in your thirties.”

      Not thinking, I put my hand over his and tease, “Aw, do you need lessons on how to make friends?”

      “Funny.” He flips his hand on top of mine so it’s trapped but strokes it with his finger. “I’d kind of like to be friends with you.”

      “Probably not a good idea.”

      He licks his lips. “Why? You can’t control yourself around me?”

      “Ha, ha!”

      “Well? Why not?”

      I tilt my head at him. “One, you’re my boss.”

      He snorts. “Well, I think we already crossed the boss-employee line.”

      While I normally would have gotten mad at him about that, I find myself laughing. “I guess you’re right.”

      “What’s your other reason?”

      “I’m sure we have nothing in common.”

      He squints at me. “Why do you think that?”

      I shrug.

      After a few minutes of silence, Noah says, “Why don’t we make a friendly wager.”

      “A wager?”

      “Yeah. Let’s hang out. We do what you want for a day, and, another day, we get to do what I want. My bet is we’ll have fun. If I win, I get my desk back. If you don’t have fun with me, you get to keep my office when Bennett tells you that you can have your old office back.”

      I jerk my head at him. “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      “You’re going to give up your office and take my old one?”

      “Nope. I’m not going to do that because you’re going to lose.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, you’re on, except sex doesn’t count as having fun.”

      Noah laughs. “You’re pretty sure of yourself.”

      I blush.

      “And I also think you have lots of fun when we have sex.”

      I swat his arm. “Stop it!”

      He laughs again. “All right. I’ll be good. Sex doesn’t count as fun. Why don’t we create a twenty-four-hour window.”

      “Twenty-four-hour window?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why twenty-four hours?”

      Noah shrugs. “I don’t know. Does that scare you?”

      “Scare me?”

      “Yeah, too much fun with me.”

      I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling. “Do I have to hang out with you for twenty-four hours?”

      “If I plan activities, then yes.”

      “So, whatever I plan, you have to do if it’s within the time block?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm. So I just have to make you miserable to keep your office?”

      “Wow. Bring in the strategy.”

      “Yep. So, what if it’s a tie?”

      Noah gives me a cocky grin. “Let me guess. You make me miserable, but you have an awesome time with me?”

      “Sure, however you want to put it.”

      Noah licks his lips. “Let’s sixty-nine, and whoever cums first loses.”

      My face flushes. “You’re such a pervert.”

      Noah shrugs. “I don’t care. Draw straws if you want.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “Do we have a deal, then?”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, but only because I want your office.”

      Noah leans in and lowers his voice. “There’s one more rule.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You can’t lie.”

      “I only lie to cover your ass.”

      “Okay, good. Because when you have the best time ever with me, I don’t want you telling me I’m an asshole, and it sucked.”

      “But you are an asshole,” I tell him, but I can’t hold the smile back from my face.

      “What’s Noah done to you, Piper?”

      I snap my head up and Bennett is standing next to our table with a coffee in his hand.

      I’m not sure what to say when Noah steps in. “Piper is still blaming me for losing her office, so I made a friendly wager with her to keep mine after you let us go back.”

      Bennett raises his eyebrow. “Oh? What’s the wager?”

      “Nothing you’ll find interesting. Just a test at the end of the quarter about what she’s learned,” Noah tells him.

      Bennett pats Noah on the shoulder. “You might want to start packing now.”

      I smirk at Noah.

      “Gee, thanks, Uncle.”

      “Hey, I know when a man’s in over his head, kid. And you, you’re in over your head. See you upstairs.” He chuckles, turns, and leaves.

      Once Bennett is out of the shop, I stand up, lean down to Noah’s ear, and whisper, “Your uncle’s right. You should start packing.”

      He grabs my arm so our faces stay close. “I forgot to mention something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You look really beautiful today.” He winks.

      Tiny flutters dance around my stomach. “Come on. We don’t want to miss the staff meeting.”
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      Noah

      

      All weekend long, I’d thought about Piper being out on a date. Xander told me she was screwing with me, but I didn’t know for sure.

      Wracking my brain, I kept trying to figure out how to show her I really wasn’t the asshole she thought I was, but nothing came to me, so when the opportunity arose in the coffee shop, I felt as if my luck was finally changing.

      After the staff meeting, we fall into our usual work pattern. Mostly, sitting next to each other at the table in our office, sharing the monitors, since the wall ones haven’t arrived yet.

      Today, Piper has hardly shot me any nasty looks, and we’ve been the most relaxed working together since we met. We’re still sneaking glances at each other, but instead of turning away now, we’re giving each other snarky faces.

      It’s around four when the call comes through. I stand up and answer, “Nixon, do you have a date for me yet?” Nixon’s my assistant in New York. He’s been working on securing a time for me to meet with the shareholders of the companies I am going after, and they are all based in New York City.

      “I sure do. This week.”

      “This week?” I walk over to the window and watch the waves in Lake Michigan crash on the shoreline.

      “Yes. One Friday, one Saturday, and one Monday.”

      “Okay. Go ahead and set them up.”

      “All right. Will do.”

      “Thanks.” I hang up. I’ve been waiting to get these meetings scheduled for a long time, and I know that this is just the beginning of the end. While I should feel like I’ve got a small win, all I feel is my stomach churning and vengeance running through me.

      It’s time to make them pay.

      My hand is clenched in a fist, and my chest is heaving with anxiety. The only reason I know is that Piper comes up to me and puts her hand over mine.

      “Noah, are you okay?”

      Slowly, I turn toward her, but my anger and other emotions are so strong it takes me a minute to register that she’s touching me and gazing at me funny.

      “Noah?” She puts her hand on my chest. “’Your heart is racing. Come sit down.”

      She leads me to the table, walks to the door and locks it, and comes back and sits next to me. “Noah, what’s going on?”

      My chest is tight, and my pulse is beating in my ears so loud I can hardly think. My breath is short. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      I nod. “I am.”

      Piper puts her hand on my cheek.

      I try to breathe normally and get my pulse to calm down.

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      I shake my head.

      Piper bites her lip and squeezes my leg.

      She steps in between my legs, cups my cheeks, and kisses me. At first, it’s just a peck, but then she comes back for another one, and I wrap my arms around her, palm her ass, and caress her back. Her heavenly lips gently brush mine.

      My chest pain dwindles, but my breathing stays heightened. I run my hands through her hair and draw her closer to my mouth, tasting her tongue, melting into her body, falling into the paradise that’s just Piper.

      “I thought you said no office kissing,” I murmur once my heart pain goes away.

      “Shh, don’t ruin it,” she whispers, as we continue making out, lazily.

      She’s flush against my body, and I’m hard as a rock, but she’s never kissed me like this before. It’s always been passionate and intense, and this is different. It’s loving and sensual and has officially ruined me for all other kisses.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” she mumbles.

      “Now you’re ruining it.”

      “No, I’m not. Let me in a bit,” she whispers.

      And I realize what’s happening. As much as I want to tell her, I can’t. I pull back. “I’m fine.”

      Piper scans my eyes. “You aren’t.”

      I let go of her and scoot my chair back. “I am.”

      She shakes her head.

      “Just leave it.”

      Inside, I’m cursing myself. It’s my fault this moment was ruined, but I can’t tell her because I can’t risk anything going wrong, and I don’t want to put her in harm’s way.

      After another disgusted glare, she opens her laptop bag and is packing up when there is a knock on the door.

      She unlocks it.

      Bennett enters. “Noah, Nixon said it’s happening Friday, Saturday, and Monday?”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “Okay. Piper, you go to New York with Noah to present.”

      My head about snaps off. “Bennett, no!”

      Confusion and hurt fill her face.

      Bennett approaches me. “This isn’t negotiable.”

      I stand up. “I said no.”

      He turns to Piper. “Would you mind excusing us for a few moments?”

      Once she leaves, I bite out, “What do you think you’re doing? I told you before, I don’t want Piper involved in this.”

      “There is no reason she can’t be. This is a good learning experience for her. And let me remind you, I’m still the one calling the final shots around here.”

      “Damn it, Bennett, it’s not safe!”

      “It’s fine. The sellers aren’t where the danger lies.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “This isn’t up for discussion. She’s going and will be an asset.”

      “I have this handled. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      Bennett points at me. “Sometimes, I think your arrogance is going to be your downfall. No one can do something of this magnitude on their own.”

      “I can.”

      “No, you can’t. Piper is going with you. It’s final. If you don’t like it, we can find another successor CEO.”

      I snort. “Are you listening to yourself right now? You sound like a power-hungry old man.”

      “Noah, you’re my nephew, and I love you, but, son, there is no reason for me to be power-hungry because I already hold all the power. Piper goes with you, or we’re done. Make a choice.” He turns and leaves.

      “Damn it.” I slap the table.

      The last thing I want is Piper involved in this. I’m about to start a war with the pharmaceutical and insurance industry, and the further away from it she is, the better.

      Through the open door, I hear Bennett tell Piper to clear her schedule Thursday through Monday night.

      She returns, and I close the door behind her. “Tell Bennett you can’t go to New York.”

      She glares at me. “No.”

      “Piper—”

      “You promised me you wouldn’t hold what we’ve done against me.”

      “That isn’t what this is about.”

      “Then tell me what it is about.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then I’ll see you in New York.” She picks up her laptop bag to leave, but I’m standing in front of the door.

      “Why can’t you give me the benefit of the doubt and not think I’m out to harm you?”

      She laughs. “And what have you done to earn that, Noah?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Every chance you’ve gotten to tell Bennett to remove me from this project, you have.”

      “It’s for your own safety.” Crap. Now I’ve done it. I’ve given away too much.

      “My safety?”

      I have no reply.

      She shakes her head in disgust. “Move.”

      Sighing, I close my eyes then step aside. She storms out and, once again, Piper hates me.
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      Piper

      

      All week I sit next to Noah, sharing monitors, getting up to speed on the meetings we will be presenting at. Bennett has made himself present often and seems to be adamant that I go on this trip, but Noah isn’t happy about it.

      I spend most of the week trying to be professional around Bennett and not give him any indication that things aren’t good between Noah and me, but they aren’t.

      It’s Wednesday night. The girls are at my house as I’m packing.

      I’m trying to steer the conversation away from Noah and me, so before the girls can ask me anything, I focus on Charlotte. “I think we need Xander details.”

      “Yeah, and did you actually break up with Damon? We didn’t get to that part the other night before the guys came over,” Quinn asks.

      Charlotte turns her head. “Of course. You know I would never cheat.”

      “So, how was it?” Vivian asks.

      Charlotte blushes a bit. “Za-za zing!”

      “So, your heat is back?” I tease.

      She shrugs. “It was with him.”

      Quinn claps. “Are you going to see him again?”

      Charlotte shrugs again. “He doesn’t move here for a few months. We have each other’s numbers. I’m sure a guy like Xander isn’t going to wait around pining over me.”

      “Please.” I wave my hand in the air. “You’re the real deal, and I’m sure he knows that.”

      “Enough about me. What’s up with you and Noah?” Charlotte raises her eyebrows at me.

      “And did you find out if he has a brother?” Vivian asks.

      I groan. “Let’s not talk about Noah.”

      Quinn snorts. “Nice try. Spill it.”

      I put my hands over my face. “I think I’m a masochist.”

      Vivian laughs. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because he’s an asshole, and I keep going back for more. He doesn’t want me on this trip and even told Bennett that.”

      “Why?” Charlotte asks.

      I roll my eyes. “He claims it’s for my safety.”

      The girls don’t say anything.

      “What?”

      “Is it?” Quinn asks.

      “Of course not. His ego is just so big he wants to do everything on his own to be the big man in the office.”

      The girls all look at me like I’m exaggerating.

      “I’m not crazy. He’s cocky and arrogant and only cares about himself.”

      Vivian clears her throat. “He seemed to care about you the other night.”

      “Yeah, to get in my pants.”

      “From where I sat, you seemed more than happy to get into his,” Quinn teases.

      I tilt my head at her. “Thanks for that.”

      “What are you going to do for four nights in New York with him?” Charlotte smirks.

      “Nothing!”

      The girls all stare at me like they don’t believe me.

      “I’m not touching him. He’s an asshole, and I’m done being a masochist,” I insist.

      I can tell they still think I’m lying, but I’m not letting Noah touch me ever again. At least, that’s what I tell myself.
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        * * *

      

      Our flight is on Thursday afternoon, and Bennett insists that Noah and I travel to the airport in his company car. Since I woke up, my nerves have been in a constant state of chaos.

      Bennett had told me not to come into the office since I was working over the weekend, and I wish he hadn’t because at least then I would be able to think about something other than spending four nights away with Noah.

      Nothing has changed. I am still angry at him for trying to keep a work opportunity from me and not telling me why he’s going after these companies that don’t make a lot of sense on paper or for our existing portfolio.

      But when I try to sleep at night, I can’t hide from the fact that I’m still attracted to him, and the thought of another night with him makes my insides turn to Jell-O.

      I don’t even realize that the car has turned up, and I hear a knock on my door.

      I open my door, and he’s standing there, in jeans and a fitted T-shirt that’s hugging his muscles in all the right ways. My body pulses, and I try to remind myself I’m mad at him. “What are you doing up here?”

      “I came to get your bags.”

      “I can do that myself.”

      Noah’s jaw clenches. “Yes, I know, Ms. Independent.” Before I can do anything, he grabs my suitcase that’s next to the door along with my tote bag and steps into the hall. “You okay walking with me, or do we need to take a separate elevator?” he says sarcastically.

      “You’re the one who doesn’t want me on this trip.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you on the trip. I think I’ve explained why I don’t want you involved in this.”

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “Piper, can we play nice? Otherwise, four days is going to be a long time.”

      “Fine.” I grab my purse, step into the hallway then turn and lock my door, as the smell of his skin hits my nostrils and makes my belly flip.

      Neither of us talks much in the car, and the airport isn’t far. Security takes longer than we anticipated, and we make it to our gate right as they begin boarding. We’re in business class, so we’re one of the first people on the plane. I settle into the window seat, trapped in close quarters for a few hours, next to Noah, smelling his sexy scent.

      In our rush to get to the gate, I didn’t have time to buy a magazine or book. My electronics are in the overhead bin, and I don’t want to ask Noah for any favors. I’m trying to think about how I can occupy my time when Noah leans into my ear. “I’m claiming my twenty-four hours this weekend.”

      Shoot. I had forgotten about our deal. As much as I want to tell him I’m calling it off, my flutters are once again in full motion at the thought of spending time with him outside of work.

      “Maybe I already made plans,” I tell him.

      He laughs. “Really? What’s that?”

      Great. Now I’m caught in my lie. I’ve never spent much time in New York outside of Times Square. “None of your business.”

      With a cocky grin, he says, “I didn’t tell you which twenty-four hours.”

      My face flushes, and I bite my lip and gaze out the window.

      “Tell you what. Since you have plans, I’ll give you blocks of time for my twenty-four hours.”

      I turn toward him. “Blocks of time?”

      “Yep.”

      I’m not sure if I should agree or not and I debate it over in my head.

      “Unless you want to be with me for twenty-four hours straight?”

      I roll my eyes at him. “No, I do not.”

      “Okay. Tonight. Eight o’clock. First time block.”

      “What’s tonight?”

      “You get to meet my friends.”

      A part of my insides do a happy dance because he wants me to meet his friends, but the rest of me reminds myself that he’s a jerk and trying to hold me back in my career.

      “What if I need to stay in my room and wash my hair?”

      Noah runs his hand through my hair. “I think your hair is pretty clean. Unless you’re scared and want to forfeit the bet and give me back my desk now?”

      I try not to smile, but I can’t help it. I should tell him not to touch me, but I don’t. “Should I be scared of your friends?”

      Noah laughs. “Nope.”

      “Fine. Where are we going?”

      “I’m not going to tell you.”

      “How will I know what to wear?”

      Noah licks his lips. “You can wear whatever you want.”

      I tilt my head at him.

      He grins. “Casual. Jeans.”

      “Do I need to know anything about your friends?”

      “They are normal, nice people.”

      “Says you.”

      “Hey, I’m nice.”

      I raise my eyebrows at him.

      “Piper, let’s not start the ‘I’m an asshole, I’m not an asshole,’ debate again.”

      Taking a deep breath, I decide to cut him some slack. “Are you happy you’re going home?”

      “Not my home anymore, but yeah, I love New York.”

      “Was moving hard?”

      Noah’s eyes darken. “Little bit.”

      “Why did you do it then?”

      “If I wanted to take over for Bennett, then I needed to move. It was nonnegotiable.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve made your own money. You don’t have to do this.”

      Noah grins at me.

      “What?”

      “So you researched me, huh?”

      Heat flushes through my face. “I’m sure everyone in the company did.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he teases.

      Ignoring his comment, I ask, “So why did you decide to take Bennett’s position?”

      Noah doesn’t answer.

      “It has to do with these mergers, doesn’t it?”

      He closes his eyes for a minute then locks gazes with me. “Yes.”

      I see Noah bracing himself, ready for me to ask him again what this is all about, but I don’t.

      I sadly ask, “You’re never going to tell me, are you?”

      Noah holds my hand. “Piper, I want to tell you, but I don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”

      “I don’t understand why you keep using my safety as an excuse.”

      “It’s not an excuse.”

      “What’s the worst thing that can happen if you tell me?”

      Noah sighs. “I don’t know. That’s what scares me.”

      I’m frustrated. I shake my head, roll my eyes, and sigh because I’m so fed up with him not telling me what that means, but he also seems like he’s genuinely scared to tell me, and I don’t know what to think anymore.

      Noah puts his head on my forehead. “I told you I would never hurt you, and I meant it.”

      “But you already have.” As soon as it’s out of my mouth, I curse myself. We’re on the plane in the air, and there isn’t any way to escape him.

      “I know, and it kills me.”

      Paralyzed. That’s what I am. His forehead is still against mine, and he seems sincere. I can’t move because I’m not sure what to do or say. Then he hits me with another bomb.

      “Don’t tell me to be an asshole anymore.”

      I bite my trembling lip.

      “Tell me you aren’t going to want me to be an asshole anymore, Piper.”

      Our eyes are scanning the other’s. My heart is beating in my throat, and it’s clear Noah is serious. It makes me think that he really didn’t like being an asshole, and now I’m even more confused.

      He’s waiting for me to answer him, so I finally agree. “Okay.”

      “Good. And since we aren’t in the office, I’m going to kiss you, unless you tell me no right now.”

      As usual, I say nothing, and within seconds his hands are on my face, his lips are claiming mine, and no one else on the plane exists, just Noah and me.

      “As much as I don’t want you here, I want you here,” he murmurs between kisses, confusing me even more.

      Hands gently entwine in my hair, as fingertips push against my head, and Noah once again owns me.

      Gentle kisses turn into heated ones, and without thinking, I press the buckle of my belt then turn completely into him, bending my knee on the seat, wanting everything he can give me.

      The only thing that breaks us up is the combination of the ding of the seat-belt sign, the turbulence that shakes the plane, and the stewardess telling me to put my belt back on.

      Pulling back from Noah, I quickly sit back and buckle my belt.

      As soon as my belt is buckled, Noah puts his arm around me and pulls me into him then nips my neck. I moan and catch the stewardess still standing next to him.

      “Sorry, do you need anything else?” I ask her.

      Noah’s head jerks, as if he didn’t know she was there.

      With a fake smile, she shakes her head and leaves.

      Noah turns back to me and softly laughs. I laugh, too, then he pulls my face back to his, and we spend the rest of the flight lip-locked, not fighting, and whispering to each other.

      When the plane lands, all thoughts of how much I hate Noah have disappeared, and all I know is that I once again want him as mine.
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      Noah

      

      By the time we get to New York City, Piper and I can’t keep our hands off each other. It’s a hot day in the city, but the car ride is scorching, full of us grinding and moaning.

      Skipping the bellhop, we quickly check into the hotel, and I don’t even ask her if she wants to come to my room. I just lead her there.

      Within seconds, we are both naked and pressed against each other. I don’t ask her this time who she wants me to be, and she doesn’t tell me to be an asshole. It’s only Piper and me, and nothing has ever been better.

      My mouth is on her neck and she’s digging her fingers into my back, moaning and slightly quivering. I mumble, “Condom.”

      She freezes.

      Crap. What did I do now?

      I scan her eyes. “Everything okay?”

      “Mm-hmm. Where is it?”

      Grabbing my bag, I unzip the pocket and pull out a strip.

      “Come prepared, did you?” She’s smiling, and I laugh.

      “Maybe wishful thinking,” I admit.

      Piper takes the condom pack from me, pushes me onto the bed, and tears it open with her teeth.

      “That’s hot.” I grin at her.

      She laughs.

      “I love your laugh,” I tell her. And I do, but I hope that we’ve turned a corner and I’ll get to hear it more often.

      For a second, she pauses, as if debating something in her mind. I put my hand on her cheek. “Piper, you okay?”

      She hesitates.

      I wait for her to answer.

      She nods, puts her lips back on mine, and sends me back into a perfect reality.

      I’m sitting on the bed as she rolls the condom over me. I groan and pull her to straddle me. “Your hands are heaven, Piper.”

      She laughs softly and strokes me a bit more.

      Pushing her head into mine, I urgently swipe her tongue, wanting all of her and needing every piece that she’s willing to give me. And I tell myself not to screw this up this time, not to do anything unless it’s completely worshiping her as she should be.

      Because I want Piper, more than the air I breathe, I want Piper Cadence as mine, and she doesn’t deserve to be anything but worshiped.

      Slowly, I sink into her, and wonderland is upon us, as inch by inch she submits to me, moaning, slightly shuddering, and grasping her palms on my back.

      “Noah,” she quietly cries out near my ear, driving her knees deeper into the bed, sinking all the way down on me.

      Groaning, I wrap my arms around her tighter, rubbing her back, sucking on her neck, marking her as mine once more.

      “Oh God,” she calls out as I pulse inside her slick walls that are already throbbing against me.

      “I want you as mine, Piper,” I tell her for what feels like the millionth time since it replays in my mind every day, all day long, even though I’ve only told her a few times in the past.

      “I’m yours, Noah,” she whispers.

      I push my forehead to hers. “Not just now. All the time.”

      She scans my eyes then shakes her head.

      “Yes,” I growl at her.

      “This weekend. I’ll be yours this weekend,” she breathes, swallowing hard then closing her eyes.

      And because that is progress, I don’t fight her on it. “Okay,” I whisper, claiming her mouth as mine again and thrusting harder in her.

      “You always feel so good,” she murmurs.

      Rolling heat waves of perfection flow through my veins as I surrender to her touch, sounds, and scent.

      “No one feels like you, Piper,” I admit.

      We sit on the edge of euphoria, our bodies glistening, vibrating, and melting against each other’s as any notion of hatred or nastiness disappears.

      “Noah,” Piper whimpers, and I pull her closer to me, kissing her jawline and down her neck.

      My lips are humming against her skin, her warmth and heat scorch me, driving me to the place only she can take me.

      Trembling, she calls out my name again, with her chest heaving and mouth in an O.

      My body hardens more, ready, waiting to unleash within her. In the past, I would make her beg, plead, and tell me things she didn’t want to admit but not today. Today I push my forehead back to hers, stroke her hair and whisper, “Just let go, baby.”

      And she trembles. Harder than I’ve ever seen her convulse, creating a sea of tremors within me, as she grips me like never before, moaning my name in a sound so glorious it should be a song.

      Pulsing together, we soar, in a heavenly bliss of ecstasy, holding each other.

      When the rush of adrenaline slows, I pull her down on the bed. As if we’ve been apart for years and are only now finding each other, I kiss her with a new fervor, desperate to not lose this Piper...this version of us.

      “We’re so good together,” I mumble between kisses.

      She doesn’t respond but I know she can’t deny it. And I vow to take this weekend to make sure that when we leave New York, she won’t be able to resist agreeing to be mine for the long term.
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        * * *

      

      Piper and I stay in bed the rest of the afternoon before taking a shower together, and then we get ready to go out. Just like in our office, I’m peeking at her as she gets ready.

      “Noah, you’re staring at me,” she teases me and puts her makeup brush down.

      Walking over to her, I bend and kiss her. “Sorry, I just thought about how you don’t need all that.”

      “Trying to score extra points, huh?”

      “Nope. Speaking the truth.” I kiss the top of her head.

      She grins at me. “Tell me about your friends so I’m not completely lost tonight.”

      “You met Xander.”

      “He’s a surgeon, right?”

      “Yep. And Chance and Jamison will be there. They were both paramedics, and now they own ambulance companies in several states. Actually, Xander was a paramedic, too. We’ve known each other since elementary school. We met Chase and Jamison in training, and all of us became close.”

      “Why did you become a paramedic?”

      “I did it to put myself through college.”

      Piper gapes at me. “You put yourself through college?”

      “Yes. Why do you seem shocked?”

      With a guilty look, she says, “I just assumed because you’re Bennett’s nephew that you were rich.”

      “Bennett is rich. My parents weren’t. He would have paid for my school...he offered...but I didn’t want him to.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not into handouts.”

      Piper bites on her lip and turns away.

      I know she thought I was a rich kid who had it easy and didn’t have to work for anything.

      “Why aren’t you still a paramedic?”

      “You seem really interested in my paramedic life.”

      She shrugs. “I’m just curious. So...why aren’t you still one?”

      I almost tell her it’s not her business but decide that if I want to win her over, I’m going to need to let her in some, so I tell her the truth. “My brother died.”

      Her face drops. “Noah, I’m sorry.”

      I turn away. “It happened a long time ago.”

      She quietly asks, “How did he die?”

      “I didn’t save him.”

      “What do you mean.”

      I blink back some tears. “Piper, I can’t go there right now. Can you not hate me and ask me something else?”

      She stands, pulls me down, and kisses me. When she pulls back, she asks, “So, are your parents still in New York?”

      I take a deep breath.

      “Noah?”

      I’m tempted once more to tell her that it isn’t her business but stop myself because that was then and this is now, and I want my now to be with Piper.

      “My parents died while on vacation when I was eighteen. They were in Hawaii celebrating their anniversary and got caught in a mudslide. My brother was sixteen, and I became his guardian.”

      Piper’s eyes widen.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “Noah.”

      Don’t be a dick. Don’t screw this up over the past.

      “Piper, I don’t want pity. It is what it is. I can’t change it. Can we just go have fun tonight?”

      She nods. “Okay. I’m not pitying you. But I’m here if you ever need to talk, all right?”

      Leaning down, I kiss her. “Thank you. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      Taking her hand, I lead her through the hotel and out into the street, relieved that she doesn’t seem mad at me and that she didn’t push me to go into more detail.

      “Have you been to New York a lot?”

      “Just Times Square for New Year’s Eve once.”

      I put my arm around her waist and steer her around a panhandler. “What did you think?”

      “Little crazy, but it was fun. Not sure I would want to do it again.”

      “That was the worst night of the year for us. Too many drunks needing their stomachs pumped.”

      Piper cringes. “That must have been fun.”

      “You have no idea.”

      I realize I don’t know much about Piper, and I want to know more. “Are you from Chicago?”

      “The outskirts. My mom still lives in the same house I grew up in.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      Piper shrugs.

      “You have siblings?”

      “My brother and sister are eighteen and fifteen years older than me. I don’t really have much of a relationship with them. I was the oops baby.”

      “The oops baby?”

      “Yep.”

      “You hang out with your parents a lot?”

      “Not really. They are older, and I never really felt like I had a ‘normal’ childhood. My mom was almost fifty when she had me.”

      I can’t hide my shock. “So, your mom is almost eighty?”

      Piper laughs. “Yep.”

      “Wow.”

      “My dad passed a few years ago.”

      I pulled her tighter to me. “I’m sorry.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “You like living in Chicago?”

      “Love it.”

      “The girls that were at Club D, how long have you known them?”

      “Quinn and I have been friends since kindergarten. We met Charlotte and Vivian once we moved to Chicago. The four of us shared an apartment at one time.”

      “That must have been interesting.”

      “Two bedrooms, one bathroom, and four girls. You have not experienced life until you experience that.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “So where exactly are we going?” Piper gazes up at me.

      “To The Vibrator.”

      She stops moving. “The Vibrator?”

      “Yep.” I grin at her.

      “Someone actually named their place of business that?”

      “Everything goes in New York.”

      Piper gives me a sly look. “Are you taking me to a sex club?”

      I laugh hard. “No. It’s a bar.”

      “Did you go there a lot?”

      “No. Come on. We’re going to be late.”

      We walk a few more blocks, and there’s a long line out the door. I guide Piper past it and to the front. My old buddy Johnny is working security.

      “Noah! Man, where have you been?”

      I slap his hand. “Moved to Chicago a few months ago.”

      “No shit! How do you like it?”

      “It’s different, but it’s a good city. Hey, Johnny, this is Piper.”

      Piper and Johnny shake hands, and he says, “Your boys are inside. You up on the block tonight?”

      “No. Those days are over.”

      “You sure about that? You always got the largest bids.”

      Heat rises to my face. “I’m just here to support the guys.”

      Johnny chuckles. “Okay, well, go on in. Piper, nice meeting you.”

      Piper smiles at him then leans into me. “What does he mean by bids?”

      “Oh, you’ll see.” Piper scrunches her face in confusion, and I laugh. “Come on.”

      The Vibrator is a unique bar decorated in life-size sex toys. It’s a popular spot, and tonight it’s packed. Once we get in the door, it doesn’t take long before I find Xander, Chase, and Jamison.

      Xander winks at me. “Hey, Piper, good seeing you again.” He leans in to kiss her on her cheek.

      “You, too. How’s your move coming along?”

      Xander shrugs. “I still need to secure a place. Charlotte said I should talk with Vivian?”

      Piper smiles, probably because he mentioned Charlotte. “Vivian is an excellent real estate agent. You’ll be in great hands.”

      “Okay, I’ll do that.”

      “Hey, Piper, this is Chase and Jamison.”

      Chase and Jamison kiss Piper on the cheek, and we sit down at a table.

      “What do you think of the bar so far?” I ask Piper.

      Her face lights up. “It’s pretty interesting. I need to send the girls some pictures.”

      I pick up my phone and take a quick selfie of us and text it off to her friends.

      “Noah!”

      “What?”

      “Why didn’t you delete that text chain?”

      “And give up access to your friends? No way!”

      Text messages start popping up from the girls. I take a pic of Xander, Chase, Jamison, Piper, and I and send it off. Then I put my phone away.

      The waitress comes over, and we order drinks.

      Xander holds up a bag. “Hey, I have your outfit.”

      “Nice try, but not happening.”

      “You’ve gotta defend your title. You don’t want one of us to take it over, do you?” Chase says.

      “Go for it. It’s not happening,” I repeat.

      Piper scans my eyes. “What’s not happening?”

      Jamison pats my shoulder. “Noah gets the highest bids every year.”

      “Highest bids?” Piper looks at us all in question as my face flushes.

      “Noah didn’t tell you?” Chase asks.

      Piper shakes her head.

      “Tonight’s the First Responders Charity Date Auction. Noah has a title to defend.” Xander grins.

      “Just here to support you guys.” I point to all of them.

      “What do you mean by outfit?”

      Xander pulls a speedo out of the bag.

      Piper covers her mouth with her hand and glances around the table. “Are you guys all being auctioned off tonight?”

      “Yes. They ask us back each year, so we do it even though we aren’t paramedics anymore,” Chase informs her.

      “And you’re going to wear that?” She points to the speedo.

      The guys all nod.

      “Women bid for you to take them out?”

      “Yes,” Xander says.

      “And what do these women get if they bid on you?” Piper asks.

      I think all of our faces are beet red because at some point over the years, at least one of the women we’ve taken out we’ve fucked. Not because they paid, but because they were hot, and it just led there. Not all years or even most years but once or twice.

      “You fuck all of them?” Piper’s eyes widen.

      “No, not all of them. They aren’t paying for that. We’re only obligated to take them to dinner,” Chase informs her.

      Piper leans in closer. “So some get dessert but some don’t?”

      No one admits anything.

      Piper raises her eyebrows at me.

      I hold my hands up. “What?”

      She tilts her head. “What do you do if someone bids on you and wants some dessert, but you don’t want to give it?”

      “That’s why we have the rules,” Jamison chimes in, quickly downs the shot the waitress sets on the table, and orders another.

      “I think you have to remember that it’s for charity, too,” I tell Piper.

      “All in the name of charity, huh?”

      “That’s why Noah needs to defend his title. It’s not fair to the charity,” Xander says.

      “Shut up, Xander.” I shoot him the eye.

      Piper turns to me and puts her hand on my leg. “You should do it.”

      “Ha, ha. Funny.”

      “But it’s for charity.” She pets my arm.

      “No. I’ll write a check.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” She raises her brow at me.

      “Yeah, Noah, where’s the fun in that?” Xander smirks at me.

      “I think you’re going to be at risk of losing your office,” Piper teases me.

      “Losing your office?” Jamison asks.

      “Piper and I have a little bet going on. I have to show her a good time, and she has to make me miserable. We each get twenty-four hours.”

      Chase points at us. “You two are fucked-up.”

      Piper and I look at each other and start laughing, and I shrug.

      Piper leans in. “You know what would make me have a really good time tonight?”

      I roll my eyes, already knowing what’s coming. I’m going to kill the guys for this one.

      She holds up the speedo. “To watch you on stage in this.”
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      Piper

      

      Noah and the guys are backstage getting changed, and I text the girls. “Charlotte, you want to bid on Xander?”

      “Bid on Xander?” Charlotte texts back.

      “Yep, it’s a charity date auction. You only are paying for dinner, but certain hotties get perks.”

      “LOL.”

      “Are there any other hotties up for bid? I’m so desperate to get shagged, I’ll fly anywhere at this point,” Quinn texts.

      “Did you find out if Noah has a brother yet? I’m still in awe of the ten hours of sex you two had,” Vivian writes.

      It makes me sad to think about Noah’s brother. I wish he would tell me what happened, but I could see how torn up he was and didn’t want to push him. He said he didn’t save him, which broke my heart. I just write back, “Sorry, Viv, no brother.”

      “How do I bid on Xander?” Charlotte writes.

      “What’s your max bid?”

      “I don’t know. What do these things go for?”

      I survey the bar. There were women everywhere, which I hadn’t noticed before. Most are drinking and lined up near the stage to get a good view.

      “I think there’s going to be some stiff competition.”

      Charlotte starts to type, and as I watch the dots on the screen, an idea occurs to me.

      A group of older women, who could have stepped out of the show The Golden Girls are a few tables over. I tap the shoulder of the one who resembles the mother and say, “Hi. I’m Piper. I was wondering if one of you would be willing to do me a favor?”

      “I’m Lillian. What is that, dear?”

      “My friend is in Chicago. Her fiancé is up for auction tonight, but she wants to bid on him secretly. I obviously can’t. If I sign up her info on a paddle, would you do the bidding?”

      Lillian gets a huge smile on her face. “Oh, that would be so much fun!”

      “You just have to make sure you keep bidding until you win or hit the max bid.”

      “I can do that!”

      “Okay, thank you.”

      I call Charlotte, get her credit card info, and go sign her up for a paddle then hand it to Lillian.

      “So what is your max, Charlotte?” I text.

      “I don’t know. What do you think? Ten thousand?”

      “Ten thousand? Jeez! He must be a hell of a lay!” Quinn texts.

      I spit out my drink.

      “It’s for charity,” Charlotte texts.

      “Sure, sure!” Quinn replies.

      Vivian writes, “Piper, how much are you going to bid?”

      “Who says I’m bidding?”

      “Puh-lease. No way you’re letting some other woman win Noah,” Vivian texts back.

      “Viv nailed that one!” Charlotte writes.

      “Ditto!” Quinn sends.

      I send an eye-roll emoji.

      “So should I tell Lillian your max is ten thousand?”

      “Yes.”

      I tell Lillian the max bid and also send a picture of her to the girls. I show her a picture of Charlotte, and she’s so pleased that she can help her out with her fiancé.

      I go back to my table and tell Charlotte that I told Lillian she’s Xander’s fiancée.

      Charlotte sends me eye-roll emojis.

      “I think we need to watch this!” Quinn texts.

      “Agree!” Vivian shoots over.

      “Facetime us!” Charlotte writes.

      “Okay. It’s getting loud, so I’ll put it on Facetime, but I won’t be able to hear you.”

      “Okay, just go get my date!” Charlotte writes.

      I send a thumbs-up emoji.

      Then Quinn says, “Make sure we get a good view!”

      “All right. Get ready, ladies!”

      I turn the screen to Facetime and find a shelf on the wall. I put my phone on it. Then, I pick up Noah’s phone that he asked me to hold, punch in his code, and pull up the text chain.

      “Can you all see?”

      “It’s perfect! Full view!” Quinn replies.

      I give them a thumbs-up on the screen and go back to my table.

      An MC comes on the stage. After the introduction, men come out one by one.

      And I have to admit, the New York First Responders do not disappoint. They are mostly young, ripped, and hot. Noah’s phone vibrates as the girls are sending me comments over all the different guys.

      The MC announces that it’s time for the friends of the first responders part of the auction.

      Jamison slinks out, and, from Quinn’s texts, I can tell she is getting her panties in a twist.

      “That’s Noah’s friend Jamison,” I message.

      “Shut up,” she writes. “Is he coming to visit soon?”

      “LOL. No idea. I will ask.”

      Chase struts out, and Vivian writes, “Ummm...hello!”

      “Noah’s friend Chase.”

      “Stop it!”

      “Nope.”

      “Do you think he can do ten hours?”

      “Shut up, Viv. You know this is Noah’s phone, right?”

      “So! A girl’s gotta get what a girl’s gotta get!”

      “I was thinking more about my self-preservation, not yours.”

      “Oopsie! Sorry! But seriously, do you think he’s got the stamina?”

      I send some more eye-roll emojis.

      Xander comes out.

      “Jeez, he’s hotter than I remember,” Charlotte writes.

      “Well, that’s good since you just issued a ten thousand dollar maximum for a date,” Quinn writes back.

      The bidding starts, and Lillian is on it. Every time anyone bids on Xander, she puts her stick up. A couple of young women, probably in their mid-twenties, fall out of the running around fifteen hundred dollars.

      It’s down to Lillian and a pretty hot redhead. Xander is eyeing them both, and when Lillian wins the final bid at three thousand fifty dollars, he goes over, gives her a big hug and kiss on the cheek.

      Lillian’s face gets all red, but as he’s leaving, she smacks his ass. “I’m going to own you on our date, sweetheart.”

      Xander turns around, appearing a bit in shock, and hightails it to the backstage.

      “So I might have told Lillian to do that,” I tell the girls.

      “What did she say?” Vivian asks.

      I tell them, and emojis go flying all over the screen.

      “So, how are you going to tell Xander you won him?” Quinn texts.

      “Maybe we should have Lillian set it up. Freak him out a bit more,” Quinn suggests.

      “Then you show up instead of Lillian and see how bad he’s sweating,” Vivian chimes in.

      “Jeez, you gals have this all planned out,” Charlotte says.

      “You can thank us later,” Quinn responds and Vivian sends a fist-bump emoji.

      I go over and take a picture of Lillian’s paddle. I send it to Charlotte.

      Within a few minutes, Xander’s phone, which is sitting on the table, has the picture pop up with, “I own you,” written in red on it and a lip emoji.

      “Nice work, Charlotte,” I write to her.

      “How do you know what I just did?”

      “Xander’s phone is on the table.”

      “Oh, gotcha.”

      The last two guys finish, and the MC comes back on stage. “And now, as a special treat, here to reclaim his title, is our reigning champion, Mr. Noah Parker!”

      My mouth hangs to the floor as the entire bar goes crazy, and Noah swaggers out in his bright-blue speedo. Women are jumping up and down, trying to grab him on the stage, and the bouncers are pushing the women away.

      Instead of the bidding beginning at one hundred like the MC did for the other men, he starts right off at a thousand and goes up in two-hundred-fifty-dollar increments.

      Noah’s phone is going crazy with text messages, but I don’t even read them because not only am I licking my lips at Noah’s rock-hard, sexy-as-hell body, but the women are so gaga about him I’m rather fascinated by it.

      I always knew Noah was hot, but apparently, everyone else does, too.

      Noah is strutting his stuff, the MC is telling him what muscle to flex and to do this pose, etc., and I’m laughing but also wanting to rub my body up against his. Noah Parker is, without a doubt, a hot piece of ass. And the entire bar knows it.

      The bidding goes quick and is soon over five thousand dollars, but women are dropping out.

      A blonde seems adamant about winning him, and Noah’s eyes widen at me, as if wondering why I’m not bidding. I shrug at him as he throws me another “help” look.

      It’s down to two women, and the bid is over seven thousand, and the one bidder is pulling out. The blonde is about to win when I hold my paddle up.

      The blonde gawks. Noah winks at me.

      Picking up my paddle, I stand next to the blonde, near the front of the stage. The MC calls out eight thousand, and she raises her paddle.

      “Eight thousand two hundred and fifty,” the MC calls out.

      I raise my paddle.

      The bar has quieted, most people intently watching us. As we go back and forth, I realize that this woman is fighting for Noah. She wants him, and she’s not ready to back down.

      She definitely wants some dessert.

      The thought makes me wrack my brain.

      Bennett Parker gives each of their employees up to a ten-thousand-dollar match for donations to charity. I max it out every year, but I haven’t touched it this year.

      I always pick a cause and donate fifteen thousand. Bennett Parker’s match allows me to donate twenty-five thousand annually.

      As the blonde holds her paddle up for ten thousand, I hold my paddle up. “Twenty-five thousand.”

      The room grows quiet. Noah’s eyes widen, and a big grin forms on his face.

      The blonde lady, well, she appears defeated, and I’m hoping she’s going to go away because if she doesn’t, then I’m out. This is my limit.

      Slowly, she holds out her hand to me. “Well played. He’s yours.”

      The MC announces, “We have a winner!” and before he is done, Noah jumps off the stage and kisses me.

      The entire bar is hooting and hollering, and my hands are groping his naked back in the middle of the crowded bar.

      Noah pulls back with a cocky expression. “Twenty-five thousand?”

      “I expect dessert with that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a few hours, Noah and I leave The Vibrator. Once we get outside, he puts his arm around me. “I think it’s time you really experienced New York.”

      “The Vibrator isn’t experiencing New York?”

      “It’s a good start.”

      “Okay, so what is really experiencing it?”

      “Cheese pizza.”

      “Cheese pizza?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know you now live in Chicago, and we have real pizza, right?”

      Noah laughs. “That is not real pizza.”

      “Don’t ever say that in Chicago, you might not survive.”

      He pulls me into a pizza place, and the smell of garlic and cheese fills my nose. Noah steers me to the counter and orders a large cheese pizza then turns toward me. “Piper, what do you want to drink?”

      “Water is fine.”

      Noah picks up two bottles, and we go sit down at a table. He glances at his watch.

      “You have a hot date?”

      “You’re three and a half hours in. You having fun?”

      I unsuccessfully try to keep a straight face. “I’ll let you know after the full twenty-four hours is up.”

      Noah slams his fist into his chest. “You kill me, Piper.”

      I decide to drop him a bone. “Your friends are nice. You probably miss them, huh?”

      Noah nods. “More than I thought I would.”

      “Are they going to visit you soon?”

      He shrugs. “They all have crazy schedules. They eventually will.”

      “Do you miss being a paramedic?”

      Noah’s jaw clenches. I think he might tell me it’s none of my business, but he doesn’t. “I miss working with the guys every day. I miss helping people. I don’t miss the bad things.”

      “Bad things?”

      He taps his fingers on the table. “The deaths.”

      My common sense tells me to change the subject, but I blurt out, “Were there a lot of deaths?”

      “Every week, sometimes daily.”

      Instinctively, I put my hand over his. “That must have been hard for you.”

      The pizza arrives at our table, and I withdraw my hand.

      Noah leans over the pizza and inhales.

      Giggling, I mimic his actions. “Okay, I’ll admit it smells delicious.”

      Tearing a piece off, he hands it to me.

      “What?”

      “Try it.”

      I take a bite, chew, and swallow it.

      Noah is watching me. “Well?”

      “It’s good,” I admit.

      Noah pumps his fist in the air then takes a big bite. “Oh, this is so good!”

      “Don’t have an orgasm over it.”

      “This is almost as good.” He leans in and pecks my lips.

      We eat in silence for a bit.

      “What time is our meeting tomorrow?” I ask him.

      He groans. “It’s at two. Don’t ruin my pizza by talking about work, please.”

      Jerking my head in surprise, I stare at him.

      “What?”

      “I thought you love to work.”

      “It’s just a necessary evil.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He puts his piece of pizza down on his plate.

      “Why are you scowling at me like that?”

      “I’m taking this time off our twenty-four hours.”

      Softly, I laugh. “What?”

      “Talking about work isn’t fun. We’re supposed to be having fun, remember?”

      “Well, technically, I’m not supposed to be having fun,” I tease him.

      “But you were until you brought up work, right?”

      “Well yeah, but...”

      Noah pumps his arm in the air again.

      “What?”

      “You just admitted you were having fun. So far, I win!”

      “Hey, that wasn’t fair. You just tricked me.”

      “Oops. Sorry, but not sorry.”

      I’m grinning at him, and I take my hand and brush it above his ear. “So, what do you mean by necessary evil? I thought you liked what you do.”

      Noah sighs. “You don’t know when to let things go, do you, Piper?”

      I smirk at him. “Sorry, but not sorry?”

      I expect him to be mad at me, but Noah softly laughs and shakes his head.

      “I’ll give you a kiss if you answer my question.”

      “Really? You’re going to trade sexual favors to get me to talk now?”

      I shrug. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

      “Okay, Piper. You win. I like what I do. I’m good at what I do. But I don’t like how it consumes my life.”

      “Then why do you let it?”

      His leg bounces. “Can we change the subject?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do we need to change the subject?”

      “Because we’re supposed to be having fun.”

      “I won’t hold this against you in the fun department.”

      “Piper, let it go.”

      “No, tell me why it consumes you.”

      “Because no one on earth is going to make this right except me,” he blurts out.

      I’m a little shocked by his admission, but I quickly ask, “Make what right?”

      He puts his hands over his face and mutters, “Piper.”

      “Tell me,” I push.

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      Noah’s voice gets stern. “No, I can’t.”

      “Because it has to do with our project?”

      He blows air out of his mouth while glancing at the ceiling. “Yes.”

      For the millionth time since learning about his project, I get angry. “I’m so tired of your inability to be honest with me.”

      He pushes his plate away. “I’m not lying to you. Not telling you something isn’t the same as lying.”

      “That’s such a cop-out, Noah.”

      “Okay, Piper. Let me ask you this, is there anything in your life you don’t want me to know?”

      That we don’t need the condom since we’re both clean, and I can’t get pregnant.

      “That’s different,” I tell him.

      “Oh. So there is something. So how is it different?”

      “Mine’s personal.”

      “So’s mine.”

      “But I’m involved in whatever it is that you’re trying to do.”

      Noah shifts in his seat. “Your personal thing…it doesn’t involve me in any way?”

      Crap. Does he somehow know? My heart thumps faster. I don’t answer him.

      He says in surprise, “It does involve me?”

      I open my mouth to speak but stop, because one thing I don’t want to be is a liar. But I also don’t want to admit it to him.

      “What’s your secret, Piper?” Noah has me cornered, and I realize the tables have been flipped. I’m now the one trying my hardest to keep my secret from him.

      “Just drop it, Noah.”

      He crosses his arms. “What is it? What are you hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding anything. I just don’t want to tell you about my personal life.”

      Noah sadly shakes his head. “There’s where you and I differ, Piper. I don’t want to not tell you about my personal life. I don’t want to tell you because of your safety. You tell me to let you in, but you won’t let me in.”

      My insides are shaking. I can’t deny what Noah is claiming, but I also don’t want it to be true. And he’s right.

      He stands up. “I’ll tell you what, Piper. When you decide you’re ready to let me in, let me know, and I’ll do the same. And so you’re aware, if there’s anyone I actually want to let in, it’s you.”

      “So I’m supposed to spill it all, and you get to tell me one thing then keep everything else to yourself? The truth is you’re full of secrets, Noah. I only have one.”

      Noah rubs his face, and I know that I’ve just spoken the truth.

      “You talk a good game, Noah, but at the end of the day, it’s just all talk.”
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      Noah

      

      Everything is going so well. Then Piper has to push, and I blurt out that no one on earth is going to make it right except me.

      While I normally would be mad only at myself, Piper’s admission that her secret somehow involves me angers me.

      It’s hypocritical for me to be mad at her, but all this time, she’s been pushing me to tell her about my business when she was hiding something from me.

      And she thinks I’m all talk when I feel like I’ve actually told her more today than ever before.

      On the way back to the hotel, I try to figure out what she could be hiding from me, but I don’t know what it could be.

      The entire time back, we don’t say a word to the other, and, once we get into the room, Piper starts packing her suitcase.

      Great. This is not going how I want it to go. As upset with her as I might be, I don’t want her to leave. I step in front of her. “Don’t go.”

      She looks at me in surprise.

      “Do you think I want you to leave?”

      She slowly shrugs, and her lip is shaking.

      Damn it. I don’t want to move backward when we’ve come so far.

      I pull her into me and can feel her trembling. “Hey,” I softly say.

      “I don’t want to do this, Noah.”

      I push her chin up. “Do what?”

      “The gray area.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

      “I just need to go back to what I can count on, and that’s my two-plus-two-equals-four world.”

      She thinks I’m gray and can’t be counted on. My heart sinks a little lower.

      I am gray. I know I’m gray. But I also know if she were mine, she could count on me because she would be my everything.

      “Maybe gray doesn’t mean you can’t count on it. Maybe it just means that it’s a little more complicated.”

      Crushing my soul further, Piper’s face turns sad, and her lip shakes harder, as her hazel orbs stare into mine. “I’ve had complicated enough in my life. I don’t need more of it.”

      “What was complicated?”

      “I’m not talking about it.”

      I sigh. “So, I’m the gray?”

      “Yes.”

      No. This cannot be happening. Things were going so well.

      In a quick move, I pick her up.

      “Noah, let me down,” Piper demands.

      I carry her to the bed, and I sit against the headboard with her curled up on me. “Tell me why I’m gray.”

      “You’re too hidden. I don’t have enough secrets for you to spill all yours. You’ll always be hidden, so you’re too gray, and I need to go back to normalcy.”

      No, no, no!

      I put my arms around her tighter. Before I know what I’m doing, I blurt out, “Then let me tell you something. You don’t have to tell me your secret, but I’ll tell you how my brother died.”

      Shit. Why did I say that?

      Piper freezes. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because you need me to give you something.”

      She scans my eyes, and my entire body is quivering inside.

      “You’re going to tell me, and I don’t have to tell you anything?”

      “Yes. But you can’t leave after. You have to stay with me for the night.”

      She thinks about it but eventually agrees. “Okay.”

      “And you said you would kiss me back at the pizza place, and you haven’t, so I’m cashing in now.”

      Piper briefly hesitates then leans into me, strokes my head, and places her delicious lips on mine, reminding me as hard as this is going to be to tell her, that she’s worth the pain because it’s going to be way more agonizing if she isn’t in my life.

      She sits against the headboard next to me and waits.

      My heart is racing, and I remind myself to breathe. I nervously admit, “I don’t know where to start. I’ve never had to tell anyone this before.”

      She squeezes my hand. “Tell me his name.”

      “Nathan. His name was Nathan.” And just saying his name makes me turn away and blink back tears.

      “He was two years younger than you?”

      “Yes.”

      “How old was he when he died?”

      “Twenty.”

      “Were you close?”

      A tear drips down my face, and I quickly wipe it away. “Yeah, we were.”

      “You said you didn’t save him. What does that mean?”

      I have to turn away again, and my breath feels tight and unstable.

      Piper props her body on mine and straddles me. She places her hand on my heart then cups my face. “Breathe, Noah.” She takes deep breaths with me.

      When my breathing starts to return to normal, Piper says, “If you don’t want to finish, it’s okay. I’ll still stay.”

      I’m tempted to stop and not continue, but I don’t want Piper to think she can’t count on me because of how gray I am. “I’ll tell you, but can you kiss me again?”

      She smiles at me and gives me the sweetest kiss on earth, once again reminding me she’s worth more than the pain of talking. So when she pulls back, I have the courage to continue.

      “Nathan had diabetes and took insulin. He was putting himself through school, like me, but he worked for a private company. They switched insurances, and he couldn’t afford the insulin, but he didn’t tell me.” I stop and blink faster.

      Piper wipes tears off my face.

      I can’t look at her, but I continue, “After he died, I found out he had been rationing his insulin.”

      “Noah, that’s not your fault.”

      I jerk my head at her. “I was finishing my shift, and the call came in. He said my name when I got there. It was faint, but I heard it. And then he went cold, and I couldn’t bring him back. I tried, Piper, I tried so hard.” The dam breaks, and I sob all over Piper, who tugs me into her arms.

      “Shh. It’s not your fault,” she whispers.

      “It was. I should have made sure he was taking his insulin properly,” I cry.

      Piper holds me tighter. “He was an adult. You couldn’t have known.”

      I sob harder. “He was my little brother. I should have known.”

      “Shh,” Piper whispers, and I realize her tears are falling on my forehead.

      I should stop there, but my emotions have gotten the best of me, and I blurt out, sobbing, “They need to pay. They all need to pay.”

      “Who needs to pay?”

      I realize what I’ve just said and I freeze, except for my breathing which is now going back into anxiety attack mode because I wasn’t supposed to reveal that.

      My lungs are tightening and my heart is squeezing so hard I have to move Piper off me, and I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and onto the floor. I bend over with my head between my knees, trying to breathe.

      Piper cannot know I need to buy these companies so I can destroy the big pharma insulin suppliers. Millions of Americans are rationing their insulin because they can’t afford it, and it’s marked up over 5,000 percent. So my plan is to buy these three companies who have rights for insulin, merge them, and drop the price to starve out the other companies. I know once I do this, there is going to be a price on my head, and I don’t want Piper to have any part of it.

      Piper jumps off the bed and kneels in front of me. “Noah, do I need to call an ambulance?”

      “No. I just need to breathe.”

      She pulls my face out of my knees and kisses me then makes me breathe then kisses me again.

      With my heart still racing, I wrap my arms around her and lift her off her knees. I fall back on the bed and pull her on top of me. She pushes her forehead against mine. “No more questions tonight.”

      She slowly nods, and I roll her off of me, onto the bed, and stroke her cheek. My heart is calming down and my breathing is getting better, but I continue to just stare at her.

      Piper bites her lip and caresses my head, running her hands through my hair just above my ears.

      “Don’t leave me in the middle of the night, Piper.”

      She nervously scans my eyes.

      “I mean it.”

      A small smile plays on her lips. “I’ve never left in the middle of the night. It’s always been morning.”

      “Don’t leave me in the morning. I’m not joking, either.” Piper may find the humor in what I’m telling her, but I’m serious about her not sneaking out on me.

      She doesn’t respond and tries to kiss me, but I don’t let her.

      “Piper, promise me.”

      “You aren’t going to kiss me?”

      “No. Not until you give me your word.”

      “Is that so?” Piper gives me a challenging stare.

      “Yes. So promise me and let’s get down to business,” I tease.

      Instead of promising me, Piper rolls off the bed, scrolls through her phone, and puts some hip-hop dance music on.

      I sit up on the edge of the bed. “What are you doing?”

      Smirking at me, she performs a striptease.

      Fuck, she’s hot.

      Trying to act like she isn’t affecting me, I raise my brow at her.

      When she is down to her bra and panties, she straddles me and gyrates in motion with the music on my cock that’s already pushing hard against my zipper.

      The smell of her skin alone makes me pulse in my pants, but when she leans in and nibbles on my ear, I groan.

      “There’s lots of things we can do without kissing,” she seductively whispers as she unzips my pants and grinds her wet panties against my cock that quickly pops out of my boxers. “Unless you don’t want me to touch you, Noah. Is that what you want? You don’t want me to touch you?” And then she sucks the curve of my neck.

      Tell her to get off you until she promises.

      I’m trying to find the strength to remove Piper from my body when she pulls her panties to the side and slips onto my dick.

      “Fuuuuuck, Piper,” I mutter, as her wet heat slides across my shaft, sending my mind into the land of no rationality, as I grasp my arms tightly around her and lose my mind to anything other than her.
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      Piper

      

      Noah is adamant that I tell him I won’t sneak out on him. I find it rather adorable, but I decide to tease him when he tells me he won’t kiss me without my promise to stay.

      I slide on him. Noah’s delicious, throaty groan rings in my ears, and my kisses are on his neck, his ear, his jaw, anywhere but his lips. I’m close to his mouth, and and he crushes his lips to mine.

      I murmur, “I thought you weren’t going to kiss me,” circling my hips on him some more.

      He groans again, and ignores me, pushes his tongue into my mouth, and unclasps my bra.

      I yank the back of his shirt over his head, and we’re skin to skin, humming against each other until Noah dips his head to my chest and marks me as his own.

      “Oh shit!” I cry out as his lips send surges trembling through my body.

      He laughs then continues to mark me as I tremble on top of him, before he stands up. I’m wrapped around his body, and his pants fall then he pulls me off of him and drops his boxers before ripping my panties off me.

      “Noah!” I yell out.

      He spins around and pins me on the bed. “Tell me you don’t like it, and I won’t do it again.”

      But I can’t. I like it. “They’re expensive.”

      With a cocky expression, he says, “I’ll buy you some more.”

      I wrap my legs around him and push him back in me as his thick cock wreaks havoc on my walls once more, while I grip him tight.

      Noah slips his arms around me. “Fuck, you feel so good, Piper.”

      My body tries to accept all of him as he’s teasing and taunting me with every thrust. “Harder,” I whisper to him and dig my nails into his ass.

      “Promise me, and I’ll give it to you harder,” he whispers.

      I try to push him into me, but he slows his thrusting and puts his forehead to mine. “Say it.”

      I should tell him no. I know that I should. He’s revealed a lot today, but he’s still gray and my boss. My career is the most important thing in my life. I can’t have kids, my only surviving parent is old, my siblings don’t really know who I am, and besides my few close friends, work is all I have. This can’t go anywhere, no matter what he thinks.

      And I know Noah wants more. He thinks it’s okay for me to risk my career, but it isn’t. When I told him he could have me as his during our trip, I shouldn’t have. But I couldn’t tell him no. Deep down, I want Noah as mine and all of him, but my two-plus-two world is telling me that Noah doesn’t equal four, he equals five or six, or any other number besides the reality of the situation.

      His hot skin is gliding against mine, filling me up, pushing on my sweet spot, making me feel whole, while his eyes are intensely staring into mine, promising me a future I know we can’t have. I quiver around him, desperately seeking the high only he can release within me and craving his every thrust, every look, every touch.

      No matter how much I’ve tried to forget about Noah and tell myself not to want him, I can’t. And I lie to myself, telling myself that just this weekend is fine, and after this weekend, we will go back to just working side by side.

      “Piper.” He scans my eyes, waiting for me to promise him.

      So I do what I know I shouldn’t. I whisper, “I promise,” and grip his body tighter.

      Noah’s lips crash into mine, ravaging me in a way that only he can, telling me I’m his without saying a word, as heat whips through me on a current of adrenaline.

      As his thrusts become faster and harder, I surrender to his force and allow him to own me once more.

      “Noah,” I cry out, my breath heavy, my mouth in an O, gripping him and trying to focus as white light encroaches on me and my tremors become quicker.

      Noah pants, “Oh, you’re so good, Piper,” and suddenly explodes into me.

      “Oh God,” I cry out as Noah unleashes in me.

      Pumping.

      Trembling.

      Groaning.

      In the aftermath of our high, Noah kisses me, rolling me on top of him, claiming me as his once more.

      At this moment, I allow myself to be his. I tell myself that it’s just for the weekend, to let myself have him in this way just this once and that when we return to Chicago, we’ll go back to the way things were. I rationalize it by telling myself Noah knows it’s only for the weekend. I made myself clear earlier that day. But I know deep down he wants more, and so do I, but I stay in my untruth.

      Noah rolls us over on our sides and pulls out of me, a lazy grin on his lips, but suddenly his face changes.

      “Shit, Piper.”

      I furrow my eyebrows. “What?”

      “Fuck,” he groans.

      “What?”

      “We didn’t use a condom again.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” flies out of my mouth.

      Shit! Why did I say that?

      Noah’s face contorts. “What do you mean, don’t worry about it? Are you on the pill now?”

      I hesitate too long, debating whether to lie or not.

      “Piper!”

      “What?” I ask a little too loud.

      Noah goes quiet then finally calmly says, “I’m not blaming you for this. This is on both of us. But you just looked like you were thinking about whether to lie to me or not.”

      “I wasn’t!”

      “Yes, you were! I saw you!”

      Heat rushes into my face, and I turn away.

      Noah stays calm. “Piper, we can’t keep doing this. We can only oops so many times before you get pregnant. You need to get on the pill.”

      “No, I don’t!”

      Shut up, Piper! Think before you talk! But I’m clueless how to get out of this.

      “Is there a reason you can’t go on the pill?”

      I’m still staring at the wall and don’t answer. Minutes fly by.

      “Holy shit,” Noah mumbles.

      I jerk my head. “What?”

      “Are you pregnant now?”

      “What?”

      “You are. That’s what your secret is and why it has to do with me.”

      “No, I’m not!”

      “Yes, you are. And you weren’t planning on telling me, were you?”

      Quickly, I jump off the bed and throw clothes on. I need to get out of here.

      “What are you doing?” Noah holds my elbow.

      I jerk it away. “Don’t touch me.”

      Noah puts his hands in the air. “Fine.”

      I go to the desk where my hair tools and makeup are still strewn from earlier, and I throw my cosmetics into my zippered pouch.

      “What the fuck, Piper?”

      I ignore him and continue tossing my stuff in my toiletries bag, but the zipper won’t shut because it isn’t placed correctly. As I’m trying to zip it, Noah reaches for me, and the contents of my bag go flying everywhere, including my medicine bottle.

      Stunned, we freeze, then quickly, we both reach for my pill bottle.

      Noah grabs it first.

      “Give me my stuff, Noah.” I jump up, trying to get it from him, but his arm is extended so high I can’t reach it.

      He turns the bottle to read the label.

      “Noah, don’t!” I cry as tears fall down my cheeks.

      Slowly, he gazes down at me. “Piper, why are you on all these hormones?”

      “Give me my stuff back,” I demand through my tears.

      Noah scans my eyes and reluctantly hands me the bottle. I snatch it and throw it in my bag. My insides are shaking, and I can’t stop the tears from falling.

      Suddenly, Noah’s body is against mine, and his arms wrap around me. His face is on my cheek. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head.

      He holds me tighter. “Please.”

      “I can’t,” I barely get out.

      “Why?”

      Without even thinking, I blurt out, “Because it hurts,” then I sob.

      Noah turns me around so my face is in his chest. “Shh.”

      But I can’t stop. I assumed I had cried all my tears over the years, but a fresh river flows out of me. It’s as if all the dreams I used to have come rushing to the surface, and I’m once again drowning in them.

      The faces of the two serious relationships I’ve had come crawling into my mind, and I sob harder. Although I’ve told myself it couldn’t be with Noah, I know that this will seal the deal, and he will no longer be interested in me. And even if he claims it’s okay tonight, a day, week, or a month down the road, it won’t be.

      Men don’t want me once they have time to process what my reality is. I know it from experience, and Noah Parker will be no different.

      “Shh.” He caresses and kisses the top of my head.

      I try to push out of his arms, but he holds me tighter. It makes me cry harder because perfection exists within Noah’s arms, and I know I won’t have access soon.

      He moves me over to the bed and sits me on his lap. I bury my face into his neck. “Tell me what’s going on. Please,” he pleads.

      Just get it over with and tell him. Tell him and pack up your shit and go to your room.

      “I’m botched up,” I mumble into his neck.

      Noah lifts my chin up. “What do you mean?”

      “The doctor was supposed to remove the cysts on my ovary, and instead, he...he...” I turn away.

      Noah kisses my head and quietly asks, “What did he do instead?”

      “He gave me a hysterectomy,” I blurt out as fresh tears fall out of my eyes.

      His eyes widen in horror and he pulls me into him.

      “So no, I’m not pregnant,” I cry out.

      “Shh.” He tightens his arms around me. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I said that.”

      He’s just pitying you. Go to your room, Piper.

      “I need to go to my room.”

      “No, you don’t, and you aren’t.”

      “I don’t need your pity. Let me go.” I try to push out of his arms.

      Noah locks his arms around me. “No. You promised me you would stay. You’re staying.”

      “I don’t care about that promise. Let me go.”

      “I care. You aren’t going.”

      Shoving my body out of his grasp, I stand. He grabs me. “Noah, let me go.”

      “Damn it, Piper. Stop fighting me.”

      All the anger and sadness I have I take out on Noah. I stop moving. “Fighting you? Did you hear a word I said?”

      He scans my eyes. “Yeah. I heard every word. That doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

      Sarcastically, I laugh.

      Noah furrows his brow. “What’s so funny?”

      “How you feel about me? What feeling is that, Noah?”

      He doesn’t even take a second to think and blurts out, “I love you. That’s how I feel about you.”

      Frozen, I don’t move.

      He reaches out for me and I take a step backward, with my insides quivering. “You didn’t hear what I just told you.”

      Noah steps forward. “Yes, I did, and it doesn’t change the fact that I love you.”

      You won’t feel that way a week or a month from now. Hell, you might not even think that tomorrow.

      “You don’t love me.”

      “Yes, I do, and I’m sick and tired of this game that we’re playing.”

      “Game?”

      “Yeah. This game where you don’t want to admit you want to be with me.”

      “I told you this can’t go anywhere. I wasn’t lying.”

      “Just stop it, Piper. There is no reason we can’t be together. Let’s sign the HR form and stop this charade.”

      “Yeah, easy for you to say, Mr. Boss Man.”

      Noah’s eyes darken, and he scowls at me. “When are you going to get over that?”

      “Never.”

      Pain crosses Noah’s face. “Why?”

      “You know why.”

      “Because of what other people might think?”

      “That, the fact you’ll wake up tomorrow or a week from now and realize what I just told you and what that means. Oh, and the fact you don’t trust me enough to tell me why we are even in New York going after these companies.”

      “One, I don’t give a rat’s ass what other people think. Two, it sucks that you had that happen to you, but I’m not going to change my mind about you because of it. Three, I told you it was for your protection.”

      I don’t respond to him. I can’t because if I open my mouth, I might cave, and I know that he will change his mind in the future about me. I’m not going to ruin my career when I know it will happen. And if he loved me, he would tell me why he’s going after these companies.

      “I don’t believe you,” I tell him.

      Devastation and hurt roll across Noah’s face, and my heart shatters. More than anything, I want Noah, but I know it will never last, and I will get destroyed in the process.

      Bending down, I pick up the rest of my stuff as Noah watches me. I pack my bag and snatch the key to my room.

      “Are you really going to do this?” Noah angrily asks.

      “Do what?”

      “Quit on us.”

      “That’s what you haven’t understood. I’ve been telling you this the entire time. There is no us.” As the words come out of my mouth, I know they are a lie, but my fear of being hurt worse in the future wins.

      “Piper, don’t do this,” Noah quietly pleads as I open the door.

      Closing my eyes briefly, I open them, spin, and glare at him, knowing that I’m going to cut him deeper, but I do it anyway. “Keep it professional from now on, Boss.”
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      Noah

      

      It’s Friday morning. My head is spinning, I haven’t slept, and I’m finishing a ten-mile run with Xander.

      Sweat is pouring out of me, and my heart is beating faster than it should be. I grab the bottle of water Xander is holding.

      “Noah, what’s going on?”

      “Piper and I are through.”

      He stops walking. “What are you talking about? She paid 25K for your ass last night.”

      “Yeah, well, she must love the charity because I told her I loved her, and she stormed out of my room.”

      “Shit, man. That sucks.”

      “Yep.”

      “What happened?”

      I throw my hands in the air. “I’m not sure. I thought it was going well. I told her about Nathan, and she told me something pretty shitty about her life, and then she was packing up her stuff.”

      “Damn. That’s... Jeez, Noah.”

      “All she thinks is that being with me is going to screw up her career. I can’t change the fact I’m the boss. I can’t change the fact I love her. I’m in a no-win situation, and it sucks.”

      “Want me to ask if Charlotte knows anything that could help you?”

      I shake my head. “No. She’s made it clear. I just need to accept it and move on.”

      “I don’t get it. Piper seemed crazy about you last night.”

      I shrug.

      “So, you two are going to be miserable all weekend?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “That really sucks.”

      I threw my hands in the air.

      “So what about your meeting today. Where is it?”

      “All the meetings are at my office downtown.”

      “What time is the first one?”

      “Two.”

      “How close are you to closing these deals?”

      “I’m hoping a few months. These three companies aren’t that large.”

      Xander wipes the sweat off his forehead. “Have you considered getting security once this goes down? I’m a little concerned about you. The target is going to be on you, and multiple arrows are going to be flying.”

      “I’m expecting that. It’s why I don’t want Piper involved. I haven’t sorted security, but I know I probably need to.”

      “Listen, why don’t you just tell Piper what you’re trying to do and add security to her. If she’s going to be with you, you’ll need to have security on her anyway.”

      “Did you just miss our conversation where I said she isn’t going to be with me?”

      Xander snorts. “I heard you, but I’m having a hard time believing any girl who is willing to pay 25K for your ass is going to let you go that easily.”

      “You don’t know Piper Cadence. She’s not just any girl.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve been thinking about what Xander said all day, about telling Piper my plan, but I’m not convinced. I don’t want anything to happen to her.

      I get a text from her around noon. “What’s the address of our meeting?”

      “It’s at our NY headquarters. The car will be downstairs at one.”

      “Is there an office I can work out of?”

      “Yes. You can use my office.”

      “You still have an office here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Thank you. I’ll meet you over there.”

      I wrack my brain on how to get her to ride over with me. “Piper, don’t be silly. Besides, Bennett is going to get a report. Do you want him asking us why you weren’t using the company car?”

      It’s a few minutes before I get a response. Finally, “Okay. I’ll meet you at the car at one.”

      I blow out the breath I didn’t know I was holding. I finish getting ready and go down to the coffee shop in the lobby, order a coffee, and then sit down at a table with my computer.

      Pulling up the Google sheets, I discover Piper is in them. Instead of reviewing what I intended, I watch as she’s highlighting columns.

      As I watch the screen, I realize that she has information on insulin highlighted on all three companies.

      Damn it. She’s figuring it out.

      Of course she is, she’s the smartest person in the company.

      I continue to watch, and she goes back and unhighlights everything, so I won’t know she’s catching on.

      Shutting my computer, I put it in my bag and sit back in my chair.

      One o’clock comes quickly, and I watch Piper head outside. I get up, throw my cup in the trash, and am soon next to her.

      She pulls at her hair and glances at me. “Hey.”

      I want to pull her into my arms, but I know I can’t, so I just stare at her, not saying anything because I also have on the tip of my tongue that I know she’s been highlighting our spreadsheets.

      The car pulls up and we get in. Piper’s scent fills my senses, and I gaze out the window as I try to hold myself back from begging her to be with me.

      I’m in love with her. I feel horrible about what happened to her, but that doesn’t change how I feel about her now or in the future. Some dickhead, or several possibly, from what she said last night, did a number on her, and now I’m paying the price.

      Well, that and the fact that you haven’t told her, and now she’s going to figure it out on her own.

      Better tell her before she figures it out and never forgives you.

      But you have to protect her.

      Get security, as Xander said.

      The car pulls up to the building, and we get out. I check my watch. We have forty-five minutes until our meeting. After we get past security and go up to the office, I show Piper to my personal space. I lock the door as soon as we enter.

      “Noah, what are you doing?” She glares at me.

      “Sit down.”

      “Unlock the door. This isn’t appropriate.”

      I point to the table. “Sit down, if you want to know why I’m going after these companies.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise.

      “Well? Do you want to know or not?”

      She slowly takes a seat then admits, “Noah, I already know.”

      I sit down next to her. “And what do you think you know?”

      “You want to control insulin.”

      “Very good. Why?”

      “I’m still trying to figure that out.”

      I raise my brow. “Do you want me to tell you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, but here’s the deal.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There is going to come a point in time where you will have security on you. I will decide when. You will not argue or in any way fight me on it. Do you understand?”

      She gapes at me. “Noah, why would I need security on me?”

      “I told you I wasn’t telling you because of your safety. That wasn’t a lie. So either agree with me now and promise me and stick to your word, or I am not telling you.”

      She closes her eyes. “I’m sorry about going back on my promise to you last night.”

      “Yeah, me, too. But this is more important than that because this is life and death. So give me your actual word this time.”

      She bites her lip and slowly nods. “Okay. You win.”

      “I need all three companies to control a big enough supply of insulin.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can offer it for next to nothing. The current prices are marked up over five thousand times the cost. If I offer it, with a big enough supply, for a decent profit over cost but not the exuberant one, the other companies will have to come down in price.”

      Piper’s eyes widen. “You’re going to start a price war with big pharma?”

      “Both big pharma and the insurance industry.”

      “The insurance industry?”

      “They are part of the problem. It’s all part of the markup.”

      “Noah, you’ll get killed.”

      “Quite possibly.”

      “Noah!”

      “I didn’t tell you for you to try to talk me out of it. This is happening. So now you know why I didn’t want you knowing this or to be a part of this project.”

      Piper bites her lip and scans my eyes.

      “And I want you in these meetings but not face-to-face.”

      “What do you mean, not face-to-face?”

      “I’ve been thinking how you can still be in these meetings but without being seen.”

      “But why can’t I be with you in these meetings? The current companies won’t care what you do with the insulin once they sell.”

      “Piper, all these people are connected. I don’t know who owns whom.”

      She swallows hard.

      I cup her face in my hands. “You’re the smartest and only person I want by my side, but I don’t want you exposed to this.”

      “But Bennett seems to think it’s safe.”

      “Piper, Bennett hasn’t been exposed to these people. He believes in sunshine, unicorns, and rainbows. I love Bennett, but he’s wrong about putting you in this meeting...at least not face-to-face. Give me any other merger, and I’ll put you front row with me, but this is for your safety. Please, trust me.”

      Piper shifts in her seat. “Okay, what are you trying to propose here?”

      “You stay right here, in my office. I have a microphone in the conference room I can turn on, and you can hear everything. You stay on the Google sheets and write numbers or comments during the meeting. I will have access to it, but no one else will know, and they won’t know you’re a part of this. Hopefully, they are all good people, but I can’t guarantee that.”

      Piper paces the room and I give her time to analyze what I just told her, knowing that is how she makes decisions.

      “Piper, I need you on this with me, but I don’t need you in the line of possible danger. Please.”

      She surprises me and doesn’t fight anymore. “Okay, Noah.”

      I almost kiss her but remember that she doesn’t want it, so instead, I just say, “Thank you.”
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      Piper

      

      As much as I want to be in the meetings with Noah, I understand now why he tried to hide his reasons from me. Big pharma is nothing to mess with, and while I’m not a conspiracy theorist, I’ve read enough stories about people who go against them disappearing to know that Noah’s concern is legitimate.

      I agree that I’ll stay in his office and listen and stick to interaction only with him on the Google sheets, but that’s it.

      The meeting with the first company, Cosoner, lasts about forty-five minutes. It seems to go well, and they are definitely interested in selling. Noah is careful to keep mentioning every part of their company and only touch a little on the insulin.

      From time to time, I type a question or reminder on the Google sheet for him, and anything I type, he addresses in the meeting.

      When the meeting is over, he returns to his personal office.

      “That seemed to have gone well,” I cautiously state.

      He nods. “You had good input.”

      I smile at him. “Thanks.”

      There is an uncomfortable silence. So many thoughts are racing through my head, but the biggest one is that this hurts so bad.

      I want Noah, I do, but I still can’t risk anything. My career is all I have, and I know one day he will wake up and realize that I’m not someone long term for him because I won’t be able to give him what he should have. So I can’t risk it.

      Noah absentmindedly says, “I need some air.”

      “Me, too,” I admit then stop.

      Noah stares at me, but I turn away from him. “Piper.”

      I slowly gaze at him.

      “Let’s go be work colleagues and grab some lunch.”

      Lunch sounds good, but I don’t know if I can be that close to Noah.

      He stands. “Come on. You don’t know New York, and I know a great Thai place.”

      I freeze, wanting to go but not able to commit.

      “It’s just lunch.”

      My stomach grumbles, and he raises his eyebrows at me. I finally give in. “Okay.”

      Within minutes, we are out of the building and strolling down the street. I almost hold his hand but stop myself.

      It’s a quiet walk and we arrive to the Thai restaurant reasonably quick. The hostess seats us in a quiet booth in the corner. The waitress comes quickly, I order my usual spicy shrimp, and Noah orders a curry.

      I’m staring at him. I know I am but can’t help it, and Noah gives me his sad eyes back.

      “Sorry,” I say, and continue to stare.

      He appears hopeful for a moment. “About?”

      I want to tell him that I’m sorry I ran out of his room. That I love him, too, and that I want to be with him and trust that he won’t wake up one day and resent me and leave me because of it, but instead, I focus on my fork and bite my lip.

      Noah sighs.

      In the small booth, my legs have no other option but to rest against his, which is creating a never-ending wave of voltage running through my body.

      Finally, I look at Noah. “Thank you for telling me why you’re doing this.”

      “Do you understand now why I didn’t want you involved?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does that mean we are down to two issues now?”

      “Two issues?”

      “Yeah. Your reasons why we can’t be together. That is hopefully not an issue any longer? So it’s down to me being your boss and the fact you believe I’m going to leave you.”

      Because you will leave me. They always do. I had been in two serious relationships in my life where I explained what happened to me. The first guy, Zack and I were talking about marriage. He lasted a week before he said he didn’t think he could commit to never having kids.

      I said, “Well, maybe we could adopt or get a surrogate.”

      He told me that he wasn’t going to raise a child who didn’t have his blood and his wife’s.

      The only other guy I had ever told, Taylor, fucked me after I told him, and the next day, when I woke up, he was gone. He never responded to my text or calls after that. We dated for four months before I told him. I thought we were getting serious, so I decided he should know. The girls all told me that he wasn’t anything like Zack and not to be scared to tell him, so I spilled the information.

      They were wrong.

      My face grows hotter, and I play with my spoon as my insides quiver.

      He puts his hand on mine, but I jerk it away, blinking back tears.

      “Piper—”

      “You told me this was just lunch. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known you were going to bring this up,” I hurl at him.

      Noah holds his hands in the air. “Okay. Sorry. You’re right.”

      Noah wants me to believe he will be different, but I can’t trust it. My previous experience tells me that I am a wrong judge of character, and this time, my career can be affected. So as much as I want Noah Parker, it can never be. I’ll just have to deal with my desire to be with him and somehow figure out how to fall out of love with him, because as much as I don’t want to admit it, I am 100 percent, without a doubt, in love with him.

      When he told me he loved me, my heart soared. I wanted to tell him I loved him, too, but I can’t allow myself to risk my career when I know someday he will realize what my reality means.

      Our food arrives, and we both pick at it. The few bites I take, I don’t even taste. I feel Noah staring at me, but I concentrate on my plate of food.

      My shaking insides and bleeding heart are causing me to blink back tears, and I can’t take being in his proximity any longer. “I need to get back,” I manage to get out.

      Noah sighs, throws down some cash, and we get up to leave. About a block from the office, a biker almost plows into me, and Noah pulls me out of harm’s way, wrapping me tightly in his arms.

      All of New York seems to disappear, and I don’t know if my heart or his is beating faster, or if it’s my body or his slightly shaking.

      “You okay?” he murmurs.

      “Yes. You should probably let go of me now.”

      My heart rips further, and he slowly releases me. The rest of our journey is in silence, and we quickly are back at our desks.

      It’s a painful afternoon. As usual, I’m sneaking glances at Noah, and he’s peeking at me. Several times, he leaves the room, and I don’t know where he goes, but every time, I want to grab him and kiss him and tell him I’m sorry. But I can’t go there.

      At a little after five, Noah stands. “It’s quitting time. Let’s head back to the hotel.”

      “I still have some things I want to finish up. I’ll catch a cab back and meet you in the lobby before tomorrow’s appointment.”

      He opens his mouth to speak and then stops. “Okay. Have a good night.”

      Trying not to cry, I put a fake smile on my face. “Good night.”

      When Noah leaves, tears I’ve been holding back all day fall. I try to remember that I hate him, and he’s an asshole, but I know deep down that he isn’t. He’s done everything to show me he will be the guy I want, and it drives the knife deeper into my heart.

      No matter how painful it is, I remind myself that Noah Parker cannot be mine.
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      Noah

      

      I don’t take my laptop or phone. I wander aimlessly around the city, trying to get her out of my system, but all I can think about is how she felt in my arms, her smile, scowl, eyes, lips, knee, anything that is hers.

      Darkness sets in, and I’ve walked for miles, but the burn I feel for her is only stronger. I realize I left my phone on my desk, and I go back to get it.

      No one is in the office anymore. The entire building is empty, and it’s exactly how I feel.

      I’ve told her all my secrets. The only thing standing in our way are her worries about me leaving her and destroying her career, neither of which will happen. But she doesn’t trust me.

      I’m about to enter the office when I discover that Piper is still there, her back to me, working on her computer. I’m surprised because I thought she would have left.

      Turning, I start to walk away then spin back, and my pacing pattern begins.

      Don’t go in. Go back to your hotel and forget about your phone. It’ll be there in the morning.

      Just go in and make her listen to you.

      Leave her alone. She doesn’t want you.

      Make her tell you she doesn’t want you. Make her tell you, and then you can get past her.

      Time passes. She is frozen as if she knows I’m here. Any rational thought I have is gone. Obsession takes over. I step into the office and lock the door. Why? I don’t know since everyone else is gone.

      Control is a ship that has sailed. This will be my downfall. I know it because I’m stepping over the line once more, but I can’t help myself. As I trace my finger down Piper’s spine, I grasp her hips and pull her chair into my body. Moving her hair to the side, my mouth is quickly on her neck, and I can feel her pulse beating against my lips. “Tell me you want me to leave, and I’ll leave.”

      She doesn’t tell me to leave, so I move my hands onto her thighs and move my lips across her face, desperately wanting her lips on mine.

      She’s struggling, grappling with herself about what to do. I inch my fingers higher on her inner thigh, and move my mouth closer to hers.

      A glorious moan vibrates out of her, so I tell her, “No one is in the building for hours.” My heart is beating so loud, and I inhale the smell of her skin while my thumbs circle on her thighs, moving closer to her heat until I slide my fingers into her wet panties.

      I think it’s my nerves, but when she shudders, I laugh. As I push past her slit and slide into her, she whimpers, and I give her one last out. “Tell me to go. Tell me you don’t want me.”

      If she tells me to go and she doesn’t want me, I know that it’s over. I know that there is no hope. I will accept that I need to leave her alone, and I’ll go to Bennett and tell him what I’ve done and that I need to leave the firm.

      But she doesn’t respond. So I quickly bring her to her peak, needing to feel her tremble, wanting to give her pleasure instead of the hatred and mistrust she always feels toward me.

      “Noah,” she cries out, shaking against my hand.

      “Tonight you’re mine,” I declare to her, knowing full well that I don’t just want her for only one night, then claim her mouth with my lips while she’s still trembling.

      “I can’t destroy my life,” she whispers.

      “I’m not going to change my mind about you, Piper.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Let me show you.”

      She’s still kissing me, so I take that as permission. Swiveling her chair, I pick her up, and she holds tight to my neck while wrapping her legs around my waist. I slap her laptop shut and toss it on the chair then slide everything else off, before placing her on the desk.

      “I’ve missed you,” I mumble.

      “What did you miss?”

      “Everything about you.” It’s the truth, and I’ve never been able to tell that to any woman before.

      “It’s only been a day.”

      “Too long a day,” I murmur back.

      Piper tugs at my belt, and I hold her hands, but I keep kissing her.

      “Let’s go back to the hotel.”

      “What’s wrong with here?”

      “I lied. You can’t be mine tonight. I’m not doing this if it’s only for tonight.”

      She angrily pushes me away and jumps off the desk. “We shouldn’t be doing this.” Grabbing her laptop, she shoves it in her bag and zips it up.

      “Piper, stop.”

      But she won’t look at me. She tries to leave, but I get to the door first and stand in front of it.

      “Move, Noah.”

      “No.”

      “I said move.”

      “No.”

      “Get out of the way.”

      “No. We aren’t doing this again.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Going backward. We need to do better than this.”

      She throws her hands in the air. “We? There is no we, Noah.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Yes, there is.”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      “Yes, there is. So stop denying it.”

      “I don’t want to ruin my career. I don’t want to lose everything I’ve worked for over a fling.”

      “This isn’t a fling. You know it isn’t.”

      “No, I don’t. Besides, you’re just an asshole,” she spits out.

      “No, I’m not, and you know I’m not. I was only an asshole because you told me to be.”

      “You didn’t give me much of an option, and that was a mistake.”

      “You’re right. The mistake was that I was an asshole and didn’t give you what you need.”

      She smirks at me. “What I need? What’s that, Noah?”

      “Respect. Attention. Someone you can count on.”

      “You’re too late. I’m not interested anymore.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “No, it’s not. I’m not going to ruin my career over you.”

      “You aren’t going to ruin your career, so stop using it as an excuse to not be with me.”

      Piper points at me. “Easy for you to say. You hold all the cards.”

      “I told you that isn’t the case, but why don’t you let me handle this instead of just assuming I’m out to ruin you.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure Bennett’s going to love to hear I’m sleeping with the boss...and in the office. That will definitely get me the VP spot, or, if I do get it, everyone will think it’s because I slept with you.”

      “Bennett will be fine, and I’ll handle him. This isn’t going to affect your promotion, and no one is going to think that.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Yeah, because it’s the truth.”

      Piper’s face turns red with anger. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Why? Why can’t you believe me?”

      Her voice gets lower. “You don’t get it.”

      “Fill me in.”

      She shoots daggers at me.

      I rub my face. “Why don’t you stop blaming me for what other douchebags did to you.”

      She crosses her arms. “I’m not.”

      “You are. You think I’m going to wake up one day and leave you because you can’t have kids. I’m not.”

      She blinks back tears. “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do. So stop assuming things that aren’t true.”

      Glaring at me, she shakes her head. “I’ve been down this road before. I’m not going to put my career on the line over it.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you I would never hurt your career over us.”

      “Your job is to be my boss. So be my fucking boss. Now move.”

      “Piper—”

      Through clenched teeth she barks, “I’m not going to tell you again, Noah. Move.”

      Throwing my hands up, I step aside and realize it’s now officially over. Piper is never going to allow me to love her.
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      Piper

      

      I storm out of the elevator and into the lobby, and my phone rings. I assume it’s Noah, don’t read the caller id, and cry out, “Just leave it!”

      “Whoa! What am I leaving?” Quinn asks.

      I freeze then sit down on the couch. “Shit, I’m sorry, Quinn.”

      “Piper, what’s going on?”

      I begin to cry.

      “Piper?”

      “I don’t even know where to start.”

      Quinn’s voice is low. “Where are you?”

      “In the lobby at work.”

      “You’re back in Chicago already?”

      “No, the New York office.”

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      I sniffle.

      “Piper, what happened?”

      I sniffle. “Noah just came into the office, and we got into it.”

      “Into it, like had hot office sex?”

      “Almost, but he stopped me and told me that if I wasn’t going to commit to him, then he wasn’t having sex with me. Last night, I told him I can’t have kids, and he told me he loved me, and I got angry and left his room.”

      “Why did you get angry?”

      “He’s my boss. One day soon, he’ll wake up and realize what my reality means for our future, and my career will be affected by this.”

      Quinn exhales loudly. “Piper, I know you’re sensitive about what happened, but those other idiots you dated were just that—idiots. Noah is different.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t think he’s in the same hemisphere as your other boyfriends. And you can’t hold what they did against him.”

      “So, I’m supposed to trust that he won’t regret being with me and risk my career?”

      “I don’t think it’ll affect your career. But what did Noah say about the subject?”

      “Well, we got into it, and he claims he will deal with Bennett and not to worry about it, and he keeps telling me it isn’t going to affect my position.”

      “Okay...”

      “What’s the okay for?”

      Quinn groans. “Piper, if he’s telling you that, what’s the problem? Disclose it to HR and move on.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Why can’t it be?”

      I don’t answer her.

      “Does he lie to you?”

      Has Noah lied to me? I wrack my brain, but all I can admit is, “He hasn’t lied.”

      “Then why do you think he is lying to you now?”

      More tears flow. “Because everyone else has.”

      “Oh, Piper, you can’t hold that against Noah. It isn’t fair to him or you. Those other guys are turds.”

      I chuckle through my tears. “Yeah, they are.” I close my eyes. “Quinn, you aren’t helping me hate him very much.”

      “Maybe you should stop trying to hate him.”

      “Ugh! I don’t want to lose everything I’ve worked for.”

      “Did you tell him that?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That I wouldn’t, and he would make sure I didn’t.”

      Quinn gets quiet again.

      “What? Whatever you’re thinking, just tell me.”

      “Piper, you said he loves you. Do you love him?”

      I groan. “I want to tell you no.”

      “But you can’t?”

      “No. I can’t tell you that. I love him. I don’t want to, but I do.”

      “Why are you still talking to me, then?”

      “Ugh!”

      “Piper, go tell him you’re sorry. You’re obviously miserable without him.”

      “I don’t know. There’s no guarantee on this.”

      “Piper, I know you believe life is two plus two equals four. But it’s not. You have to step into the gray area at some point.”

      “He’s definitely gray area.”

      “Well, you aren’t getting any younger, so maybe it’s time to jump in.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “Seriously. Stop trying to be perfect. Life isn’t perfect. Someone is at my door. I have to go. Call me later.”

      “Okay. Bye.”

      I hang up and sink back into the couch, tapping my fingers on my thigh.

      You want him.

      It could blow up in your face.

      But you want him.

      Everyone in the office is going to think you slept your way to the top.

      You’re a fourth-level director. You got here on your own. Screw anyone who thinks different.

      I take a deep breath, turn toward to the elevator, and Noah is standing there.

      My stomach flips.

      How much did he hear?

      He shakes his head, bends down, and smashes his lips into mine. Lightning bolts shoot through me as he wraps his arms tight around me.

      “I love you, too,” he mumbles between kisses.

      “You weren’t supposed to hear that,” I murmur.

      “Well, I did, and you aren’t taking it back.”

      “You’ll deal with Bennett and HR?”

      “Yes. I promise.” His lips move across my jaw and near my ear as heat moves through my veins.

      I pull Noah’s body tighter to me and whisper, “I can trust you?”

      He puts his forehead to mine and scans my eyes. “Yes.”

      “Okay.”

      He picks me up and sits me down on his lap. “Stay with me all night.”

      I bite my lip.

      Noah brushes my hair off my face. “I’m serious. Don’t leave this time. I don’t just want you tonight, or only in New York, Piper. I don’t want to go backward tomorrow.”

      “Okay, let’s not, then.” I run my fingers through his hair and claim his lips and tongue as mine. A slow burn creeps through me as everything about Noah feels right while also still scary.

      Noah pulls back. “Let’s go to the hotel and get changed.”

      “Changed?”

      A cocky grin appears on his face. “Yep. It’s about time I took you on a date.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m in my hotel room getting changed into a formfitting little black dress and a pair of black stilettos. I don’t know where Noah is taking me, but he said somewhere nice.

      My stomach is full of butterflies, and I don’t know why because I spend more time next to Noah during my week than anyone else. But I am. I’ve agreed to make this real, and I’m taking the plunge but still nervous.

      There’s a knock on the door, and when I open it, Noah’s grin grows. “Wow! You look beautiful.” He leans in and kisses me, riling up my butterflies.

      “Hey,” I say almost shyly when I pull back. “You look and smell nice.”

      Noah’s wearing black dress pants, a white T-shirt, and a slim-fit black sport coat. He laughs. “You can sniff me all night if you want.”

      “Ha, ha!” But I’m glad he makes me laugh and breaks up some of my nerves.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes.” I grab my clutch purse and he takes my hand. In the hall, I ask, “So, where are you taking me?”

      “To one of the hottest restaurants in New York. Kip Carter’s La Tease.”

      I gape at him. “Really?” Kip Carter has been getting massive press and awards around the globe for his restaurant.

      “Yes.”

      “How did you get reservations? I heard it’s a six-month wait.”

      Noah laughs. “Are you a foodie?”

      Heat creeps up my neck and I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “I’m going to have to bring you to New York more often, then.”

      “You do know Chicago has some pretty good restaurants, right?”

      Noah puts his arm around my waist. “I haven’t really gone out much in Chicago, minus the weekend Xander was in town.”

      “You need to get out more.”

      “I think you’re going to have to help me with that.”

      I laugh. “If you’re a good boy, I will.”

      He leans and murmurs in my ear. “I can be any type of boy you want.”

      Shivers roll down my spine.

      He kisses my neck but I tease, “Focus Noah.”

      He laughs. “Okay.”

      “So, how did you get a reservation?”

      “I called Kip.”

      My mouth falls open. “You know Kip?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      We step into the elevator. No one else is in it, and Noah presses closer to me and kisses me. “You look really nice tonight.”

      My stomach erupts in flutters again. “You already told me that.”

      “You’re so gorgeous it’s worth mentioning more than once.”

      “Ha, ha!”

      Noah nibbles at my ear.

      “Little frisky, aren’t you?”

      He shoots me a cocky grin, takes another nibble, and then stops as the elevator opens. Putting his hand around my waist, he steers me through the lobby and outside to the waiting car.

      Once we’re settled in the back seat, he rolls up the divider window and pulls me onto his lap.

      I put my arms around him. “So, we’re doing this?”

      Noah’s face gets serious. “Yes. Don’t start questioning it, Piper.”

      Shaking my head, I tell him, “I’m not. I’m just...”

      “Just what?” His jaw clenches.

      Calm down, Piper. He’s right. Stop questioning it.

      “Just wondering if we’ll be staying in my room or yours.”

      “Wherever you want. As long as I wake up with you in my arms tomorrow morning, I’m a happy man.”

      After I give Noah a soft kiss, I ask, “Do you think you’ll move back to New York?”

      “I can’t. It’s not part of the deal.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I told you, I have to be in Chicago to be the successor.”

      “Okay, but once you take over, you can make a different decision.”

      Noah shrugs. “I suppose I could, but why are you asking me this?”

      “I can tell you really love New York.”

      “I do. But I’ll get to love Chicago, I suppose.”

      “But if you had the chance, would you move back? I mean, you still have your office here.”

      “Piper, are you worried I’m going to move back and leave you in Chicago?”

      I want to say no, but I can’t without lying because a part of me wonders.

      Noah holds both sides of my face. “I wouldn’t just up and leave, Piper. You mean more to me than New York.”

      My heart flutters. “Good,” I murmur against his lips.

      The car stops, and the driver comes around and opens our door. Noah steps out and helps me out of the car. There are paparazzi and a line around the corner of the building.

      Once again, Noah knows the bouncer and the hostess, and we are seated within a few minutes in a quiet booth.

      The waiter tells us about the special menu the chef has prepared. It’s six courses of French cuisine with different wines, and he asks us if we want that or would like to see the menu.

      “Piper?” Noah raises his eyebrow in question.

      Smiling, I nod. “That sounds great.”

      We quickly have our first glass of wine in our hands and a basket of fresh, warm, crusty bread and dipping oils on the table.

      Noah puts his hand over mine. “I don’t want to talk about work all night, but you added a lot of really good input today.”

      Beaming at him, I flush a bit. “Yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think Bennett is going to know I wasn’t actually face-to-face?”

      “No, but I’m going to tell him when we return.”

      Panic runs through me. “Isn’t he going to be upset?”

      He tightens his arms around me. “I think he will be fine, but he isn’t going to be upset with you.”

      “Noah—”

      “Don’t.”

      “Don’t?” I stare at him in question.

      “Don’t start freaking out. Piper, I need you to trust that I have your back and am never going to put you in a shitty position.”

      Slowly, I let out a big breath. “Okay.”

      “Plus, if Bennett finds out, and it doesn’t come from me, then I’ve put you in a position to lie to him.”

      “All right. What you’re saying makes sense.”

      Noah strokes my hand. “So, tell me what you like to do in Chicago.”

      “Do I still get my twenty-four hours?”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You still want my office, huh?”

      I laugh. “Actually, I wasn’t thinking about that. I thought maybe I could show you Chicago so it doesn’t feel so foreign to you.”

      “I’d like that. But tell me what you’re into.”

      I shrug. “Yoga, plays, dancing. The beach is nice in the summer.”

      A sly expression crosses his face. “I’m more into cardio and weights but will totally go to a yoga class, especially if I get the mat behind yours.”

      My face heats up. I slap Noah’s hand. “You’re such a perv.”

      He licks his lips. “Where do you dance besides Club D?”

      “Anywhere there is music, but we mostly go to Club D.”

      “New York City doesn’t have a lake, so that’s something Chicago has over New York.”

      “See, I’m going to convert you to a Chicago lover!”

      Noah winks at me as the first course comes out.

      After the server leaves, I tilt my head.

      “What?”

      “Is this part of my twenty-four hours?”

      Noah shakes his head.

      “No?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “This is a date.”

      “Dates don’t count?”

      Noah chuckles. “I can’t have you trying to have a bad time on our date, can I?”

      I smirk at him.

      With a naughty grin, Noah adds, “Besides, I think I owe you dessert from last night.”

      I’m getting excited at the thought when a dark-haired man appears beside the table.

      “Noah, it’s about time you got back in here!”

      Noah stands up and slaps him on the back in an embrace. “Kip, how’ve you been?”

      “Great!”

      Noah points to me. “Kip, this is Piper. She’s a foodie and has been watching you.”

      Kip leans down and kisses me on the cheek. “Well, I hope I don’t disappoint you.”

      “It’s so great to meet you. Thanks for giving us a table tonight,” I gush.

      Kip waves me off. “No thanks needed. Noah and I go way back.” He turns to Noah. “How’s life in Chicago?”

      Noah glances at me and then smiles at Kip. “It’s good. No complaints. How are Katie and Marissa?”

      “They are doing great.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “We were thinking of taking Marissa to Chicago for a long weekend this summer. I’ll let you know if we do.”

      Noah’s face lights up. “Feel free to stay with me if you want. I have plenty of room and in a good location.”

      “Sounds good. I have to get back in the kitchen. Piper, keep this guy out of trouble.” Kip winks at me.

      “I’ll try my best.”

      Kip leaves, and our waiter brings us another glass of wine and a new dish.

      “He seems really nice,” I tell Noah.

      Noah points to my plate, which is a beautiful display of colors. “Great guy. Super talented, as you can experience tonight.”

      I take a bite, and a delicious assortment of flavors burst into my mouth. “Mmm.”

      Noah laughs. “Enjoying that?”

      “It’s amazing. I don’t know what it is, but I would order it again.”

      Right as Noah is about to talk, he’s cut off.

      “Noah.”

      We both gaze up at a tall man, wearing a suit. He’s around Bennett’s age and seems to be scowling at Noah.

      Noah’s face falls. “Kramer. What do you want?”

      “Oh, not much. Heard you were in town for a meeting.” His face is arrogant and unfriendly.

      The hairs on my neck stand up.

      “Glad to hear you’re keeping tabs on me.” Noah glares back.

      Kramer snorts. “I bet you’re glad.”

      “Is there a purpose to you interrupting my dinner?”

      “Now, now, Noah. Is that any way to talk to an old friend?”

      “Cut the shit out, Kramer.” Noah’s stare is icy and as cold as Kramer’s.

      What the heck is going on? Who is this guy?

      Kramer licks his lips and holds out his hand. “Kramer Sampson.”

      Kramer Sampson, the majority shareholder of Pekler Pharmaceuticals? My gut flips. This can’t be good.

      Not sure what to do, I reach out, but Noah grabs my hand. “Don’t touch her.”

      Kramer snorts. “Enjoy your time in New York, Noah. Don’t stay too long.” He turns and leaves our table.

      Noah’s face is angry, but it’s also laced with something else…is it fear? “Fuck,” he mumbles.

      I hold his hand. “How do you know him?”

      Noah closes his eyes. His leg bounces under the table.

      “Noah?”

      He opens his lids. “You remember how I had a breakdown because I didn’t close a deal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kramer Sampson hijacked it. He found out I was trying to buy the company, and he bought it a day before I was supposed to close on it.”

      I put my hand over Noah’s. “I’m sorry.”

      He is about to say something but stops.

      “What?”

      “Either I have a leak on my team, or one of the companies is talking to him. He said a meeting, so it sounds like he only knows about one of the companies.”

      “If you had a leak, don’t you think he would know about all of them?”

      Noah shrugs. “I don’t know. He might have only said a company to throw me off.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

      “The fact he even knows what you look like makes me want to kill him.”

      “It’ll be okay,” I assure him.

      Noah shifts in his seat and taps his fingers on the table.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “He knew what I was doing and strung the deal along so he could learn more about how I work, the ways I strategize, and what I have to offer my sellers. Along the way, I had numerous threats. He even had someone beat me up and make it appear like a mugging. He doesn’t want any new players in the pharmaceutical space unless he is a part of it.”

      “What!” My eyes widen and stomach drops.

      “I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t want you involved for your safety. Kramer Sampson isn’t going to sit back and not try to figure out what I’m doing. He’ll be out for blood, Piper.”

      “What are we going to do then?”

      Noah rubs his face. “I don’t know.”
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      Noah

      

      My insides are shaking, and anger is surging through my bones. Kramer Sampson knowing anything about my deals is bad enough, but he saw Piper. I don’t like that, and now I’m worried even more about her being involved in this.

      Damn, Bennett, for making me bring her on this trip.

      Several minutes of silence go by. Kramer is sitting across the room, sending me cocky but threatening glances time and again.

      Piper holds my hand again. “Noah, let’s get out of here.”

      I jerk my head at Piper. “We haven’t had dinner.” The last thing I want to do is let this ruin our date.

      She squeezes my hand. “It’s okay. Let’s get out of here and away from him.”

      “But I wanted to take you out for a nice dinner.”

      She smiles. “You have.”

      The server comes to our table and sets down another glass of wine.

      Piper turns to the server. “Can you put the rest of our food in to-go boxes? Something has come up, and we need to leave.”

      The server nods. “Sure.”

      “You don’t have—”

      Piper cuts me off. “Yes. Please box it up.”

      The waiter leaves. “This isn’t necessary.”

      “You can’t stay here while he’s here. Let’s just go.”

      I sigh. “Can we ever have a meal together?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Thai. Pizza. Thai. Now La Tease. I’m not winning any points in the dinner-date category.”

      “Well, those weren’t dates, so they don’t count. And you didn’t do anything wrong, he did. I’ve had a nice time so far. We will take it to go. It’ll be fine.”

      The waiter comes back. “Kip asked me to bring you two back to the kitchen if you have a minute?”

      Piper raises her eyebrows at me in question, and I shrug. “Okay.”

      We stand up, I put my arm around Piper’s waist, and the waiter leads us into the kitchen.

      Kip is directing the staff. He gives me a concerned glance. “Everything okay? Ben said you needed to have things boxed up?”

      Piper bites her lip. I wrack my brain with what to tell Kip without seeming like a whiny baby or giving anything about our situation away. “All good. I just need to get away from someone, and I don’t want them around Piper.”

      Kip scans my eyes. “You need me to kick someone out?”

      I laugh. “No. That isn’t necessary.”

      Kip points over to a table that has a bench seat and two chairs. “Then go sit there and finish up your dinner.”

      “Hey, it’s not a big deal. We can take our meals to go. I don’t want to put more on you.”

      He points again. “Sit your ass down and finish your meal. It’s not nearly as good boxed up.”

      Piper is smiling. I turn back to Kip. “Okay. Thanks.”

      Piper and I sit on the booth seat next to each other.

      “I think our date just got upgraded!” she gushes and kisses me quickly on the lips.

      I push the hair off her face.

      “What?”

      “Thanks for getting me out of there and being nice. I like this side of you,” I tease.

      She punches me lightly in the shoulder. “Hey, I’m always nice.”

      “Minus your glares.”

      She laughs. “You deserved all of them.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “My story, sticking to it,” she replies.

      I lean into her, brushing my lips softly against hers then crushing them harder into mine. It doesn’t take long for me to be lost once again in Piper. I’m interrupted when Ben sets another course on the table.

      Piper blushes, and my pants stir. I’ve forgotten all about Kramer and anything else but her. She’s sexy and beautiful, and the thought she’s actually mine sends a little spark of happiness throughout me.

      The rest of the night is spent eating, drinking, laughing, and kissing. After we say our goodbyes to Kip and get into our car, I’m not thinking about anything but Piper. I pull her onto my lap, and we are lip-locked again when my driver Lou rolls the window down.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Noah, but I think someone is following us.”

      Piper’s hazel orbs widen in alarm, and I turn around to look out the rear window.

      “Which car?”

      “Directly behind us. They’ve been there since the restaurant and were parked behind me all night as well.”

      My gut is flipping; the hairs on my neck stand up.

      “Maybe it’s just a coincidence?” Piper suggests, but her voice tells me she doesn’t really believe that.

      It’s dark, so I don’t know what the driver looks like, other than the outline seems like a man.

      “Let me take a detour and see if he follows us?”

      “Okay.”

      I push Piper off my lap. “Put your seat belt on,” I tell her.

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.” I don’t know if this guy is planning to do something, and I don’t know what else to do to protect her right now.

      Piper puts on her belt and nervously glances at me.

      We turn the corner. “Still there,” Lou reports.

      “Shit.” I blow out a big breath. Think Noah.

      “Noah, should I call the police?” Lou asks.

      I debate. “Just pull up to the next hotel. Let’s watch what he does.”

      Piper twists her fingers in her lap.

      I put my hand on her leg. “Don’t worry. There’s a valet and people. Someone would be an idiot to try anything in a crowd.”

      She nods, but her lashes flutter fast and she continues to fidget.

      Lou pulls to the front of the hotel, and the valet opens the door. The car pulls off to the side, in view of the front of the hotel.

      “Let me out first, Piper. Lou, drive off when we get inside, and see if he follows you. Call me and let me know.”

      “Okay, Noah.”

      I climb over Piper and onto the pavement and instruct the valet, “Can you stand right next to the car and move behind my girlfriend when she steps out?”

      He crosses his arms. “Is there a reason for this?”

      “Can you just humor me?”

      “Okay,” he agrees reluctantly.

      He steps against the car, I reach in to help Piper, and as soon as she steps out, I pull her to me, spin her so my back is to the car, and she’s between the hotel and me. “Just walk into the hotel and I’ll stay behind you.”

      She stays in front of my body, and we move inside. The tinted windows in the lobby prevent those outside from seeing in. I peer out and the car is still sitting where it parked. Lou is in the valet circle, waiting for traffic to clear so he can turn onto the street.

      I pull Piper into me and realize she’s trembling. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little shaken up.”

      “Let’s go have a drink and wait for Lou’s call.” I lead her to the bar, and we choose a table. She sits next to me, and I put my arm around her.

      “Noah, do you think it’s Kramer?”

      “Yes.”

      She takes a deep breath.

      “This is why I didn’t want you in New York. I’m going to kill Bennett for insisting you come.” I snarl.

      “He didn’t know.”

      “He didn’t listen to me.”

      My phone rings. “What’s happening, Lou?”

      “I think there’s another car on me now.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is the first one following you, too?”

      “I have a feeling it’s still parked on the curb, waiting for you.”

      “Seriously? Shit. Let me go check it out.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She shakes her head. “No way! I’m going where you go, Noah.”

      “All right.” I squeeze her hand. We get to the front of the hotel. I gaze out to the street. The car is still parked.

      I speak into the phone. “Lou, you’re right. He’s waiting for us.” My pulse is shooting up.

      “I’m definitely being followed.”

      “Lou, go back to the garage. You’re done for the night.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. I’ll figure out the next steps.”

      “You want me to call the police?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Okay. I’ll await further instructions.”

      “Thanks.” I hang up and pull her through the hotel. We approach the business center, and someone is coming out. There is a keycard requirement, but I grab the door before it shuts and pull her into it with me.

      “Noah, what are we going to do?” Her lip is shaking.

      I pick up my phone and dial Phil Laurent. He is the president of Marko Enterprises and has invested in some companies with me. They own a security firm. I stroke Piper’s cheek.

      “Noah, how’ve you been?” Phil’s voice booms through the phone.

      “Phil, I’m in a jam and need help.”

      “What’s going on?” His voice lowers with concern.

      “I’m in New York, and Kramer Sampson has guys following my driver and us. I need security, pronto.”

      “Us?”

      “My girlfriend is in town with me.”

      Piper bites her lip, and a small smile forms on her face. I wink at her.

      “Where are you at?”

      “The Savonnah, in the business center.”

      “Okay, give me a few minutes, and I’ll text you over the names of the bodyguards I’m sending. Let me send cars, too, but let’s use the back alley of the hotel or something. I’ll have the bodyguards figure out what the best steps are.”

      “Thanks, Phil. I appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, no problem. Stay safe, man. Kramer Sampson is no one to mess with.”

      I let out a big breath. “I know, but, unfortunately, I’m not sure how to get around that for what I need to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t go into details, but he isn’t going to like it.”

      “Jesus, Noah. You have a death wish.”

      “Yep.”

      “Stay safe, and let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Phil.” I hang up.

      Piper is waiting for me to talk.

      “Bodyguards are coming over. They are also sending cars with drivers, just not sure how we are going to get out of this building without them seeing us.”

      “This is freaking me out, Noah.” Piper tugs at her hair.

      Now’s the time to have the talk.

      I sit and pull her on my lap. “Remember when I said that there would come a time when you would need security, and I didn’t want you to argue about it?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is it.”

      “I won’t argue.”

      “Good.” I lean in and kiss her.

      “Noah, I think you should cancel the rest of the meetings.”

      “No. I’m not going to back down.”

      “Noah—”

      “Piper, I’m going to finish this out. This situation has to change. I don’t want more people dying because of greedy men like Kramer Sampson.”

      This is why I didn’t want her near this. I’m going to kill Bennett when I get back to Chicago.

      She blinks quickly. “Noah, I understand why you want to do this. I do. But it’s not worth your life.”

      A little bit of anger flies through me. “So, it’s worth other people’s lives?”

      “What? No. I didn’t—”

      “I have the power to change this. I’m not going to sit back while people are dying, Piper,” I hurl at her.

      She cups my face. “You’re trying to fight people with unlimited resources, in an industry known to have people magically disappear or be found dead from accidents or suicides. I don’t want you to be on that list.” Her eyes sear into mine, and while I know she’s saying this because it’s the truth and reality, I’ve always known this. I’m willing to risk my life because this has to change, once and for all.

      I stroke her hair. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be careful.”

      She blinks faster.

      I wrap my arms around her. “Don’t worry.”

      “That’s not possible, and you know it.”

      My phone vibrates, and there is a text message from Phil. I tell Piper, “Hans, one of the bodyguards, is going to be coming into the hotel at any minute.”

      She nods.

      Within seconds Hans knocks, shows me his security badge through the glass door, and I open the door. He leads us through the hotel into the alley. When we get outside, another guard has been keeping watch and declares it’s safe for us to go.

      Piper and I climb into a car with dark-tinted windows. Within minutes we are at our hotel, but the guards take us to the alley again to be safe.

      Soon, Piper and I are back in the safety of her suite. The bodyguards station themselves outside our doors and tell us not to open them without a code word. We agree that the code word will be Chicago.

      Piper hasn’t said much since we left the last hotel. She’s nervous and scared, and I don’t blame her.

      I sit down and pull her onto my lap. “You’re flying out of here first thing tomorrow.”
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      Piper

      

      I’m freaking out. Noah is on a mission, but I’m afraid it’s going to get him killed. He’s insisting I head back to Chicago. I’m scared about what might happen, and I don’t want to be away from him.

      “Noah, I’m not leaving New York without you.”

      He cups my face. “Yes, you are.”

      “No,” I adamantly say.

      “Piper—”

      “No! If you want me back in Chicago, then you’re coming with me.”

      “It’s too dangerous here,” Noah insists.

      I get up off him. “You can’t force me. I’m not going until you’re on the plane next to me.”

      “Piper—”

      I cut him off again. “Stop.” I start to leave the room.

      “Don’t walk away from me, Piper.”

      I spin around and glare at him. “Then stop telling me what to do.”

      “I’m trying to protect you.”

      I point at him. “This conversation is over.” I spin to go in the other room.

      Noah stands and comes after me. He grabs my arm and spins me toward him. “Why do you have to always fight me on everything?”

      “Why do you always have to claim you’re trying to protect me then keep me in the dark?”

      He jerks his head back. “What am I keeping you in the dark about?”

      “You kept me in the dark all this time about what you’re doing—”

      “For your safety, which I thought I made clear.”

      “Yes, but you could have told me what you were up to. I wouldn’t have told anyone. You could have trusted me. You didn’t have to carry this all on your own.”

      Noah’s face turns red with anger. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t want you involved in this for your safety? Why is that so wrong?”

      “Telling me wouldn’t have put me in harm’s way.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do. I could have helped you more with this,” I cry out.

      “How? Tell me what you would have done different if you knew about this earlier?” Noah is scowling at me now.

      I throw my hands in the air. “I don’t know. I’ve been left out in the dark, but maybe we could have strategized together. Maybe there are angles you haven’t noticed yet. Two heads have got to be better than one on this scope of a project.”

      Noah puts his hands over his face then looks at me again. In a stern voice, he says, “I’m not going to apologize for trying to keep you safe. I never wanted you involved in this because I don’t want you in harm’s way. You don’t know what Kramer is capable of, I do. You’re leaving New York tomorrow.” He walks past me into the bedroom.

      Now I’m pissed. “You’re not the boss of me. Stop acting like you are.”

      “You know what, you’re right. I’m not the boss of you. But I am your boss for work. And I’m telling you you’re going back to Chicago tomorrow.”

      Now he’s done it.

      With my hands on my hips, I snottily laugh. “Wow. Way to pull out your dickhead card again, Noah. But you forget, you aren’t the real boss, are you? That’s Bennett. So stick your boss talk up your ass.”

      Noah stares at me for a moment, not saying anything, then pulls out his phone. He hits a button and puts it on the speaker. It rings a few times as I stand paralyzed, not sure who he is calling, but my stomach drops.

      Bennett’s voice comes across the speaker. “Noah, everything all right?”

      “No, it’s not. I told you not to involve Piper in this, and now we’re in a hotel room with bodyguards outside our door.”

      “What?” Bennett’s voice comes across the phone, worried. “Noah, what happened?”

      The entire time Noah scowls at me. “Kramer Sampson was at the same restaurant we were at for dinner. He threatened me. He knows about at least one, if not all, my meetings, and now he knows what Piper looks like. Then we had two different cars following us. We dodged them in a different hotel and had to call for protection to get us back here.”

      “Shit, Noah.”

      “Yeah. This just got real. So Piper’s on a plane back to Chicago tomorrow morning. You’re on speakerphone, by the way, and she’s standing right here. So since you’re the big boss, go ahead and tell her that she’s going home tomorrow and not staying in New York. Bodyguards will go back with her.”

      My eyes widen, and my face heats up.

      Bennett doesn’t hesitate. “Piper, you’re on a plane first chance possible.”

      “Bennett, that isn’t necessary.”

      “No, Piper. I made a mistake. You need to get back. New York is too dangerous for you to be in if Kramer has any wind of what Noah is trying to do.”

      Noah smirks at me but angrily, and I stay quiet.

      “Piper, that’s an order, do you understand me?” Bennett orders.

      “Fine.”

      “Noah, you be careful,” Bennett says in a voice that makes the hair stand up on my neck.

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Bennett.” Noah hangs up and angrily tosses the phone on the bed.

      “That was really shitty, what you just did.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I’m not going to sit here and allow you to be in any more danger. If you want to be pissed at me, be pissed. If that’s a punishment for keeping you safe, then so be it.”

      I’m shooting daggers at him, probably the hardest I’ve ever glared. I’m so angry.

      You pushed him to do it. He is trying to keep you safe. Stop being such a bitch.

      Yeah, but he’s going to be here with no one now.

      I’m angry but also scared. Not for my safety because I don’t think they will try to come after me, but for Noah’s. I don’t know why, but I feel if I’m with him, then things will somehow be okay, even though my two-plus-two-equals-four brain is telling me that isn’t reality.

      Noah takes a deep breath then softly says, “All I wanted to do was take you out on a nice date. I’m sorry that didn’t happen.”

      I step forward. “That’s not true. I thought we had a great date.”

      “This isn’t what I had planned.”

      I take another step toward him and smile a little. “What did you have planned?”

      “Well, it didn’t involve fighting.”

      I cringe. “I’m sorry.”

      “I feel like that’s all we ever say to each other...although it’s usually me groveling.”

      “You do screw up more than me.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      Wrapping my arms around his waist, I gaze up at him. “I don’t want you to be here by yourself. I’m scared.”

      He puts his arms around me. “I have guards. I’ll be fine. I need to make sure you are away from this though.”

      Suddenly, I’m blinking tears away. “Isn’t there any other way to do this without making yourself a target?”

      A sad expression crosses his face. “I don’t know how.”

      “There has to be.”

      “Piper, it is what it is. I’ve gone around and around on this.”

      A tear drops down my cheek.

      “Hey.” He pulls me to the bed, sits down, and pulls me on his lap. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” I whisper.

      His thumb swipes my tear off my face, and his lips lightly brush mine. “I wasn’t supposed to make you cry on this date, either.”

      I tilt my head at him. “Seems like you had a lot of plans for this date.”

      “I did,” he says seriously.

      “What else did you have planned?”

      He gives me a half smile. “I was going to take you to a Broadway show.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. I was giving myself a high five in my head when you said you like to go to shows in Chicago.”

      I stroke his cheek. “That would have been nice.”

      “Tell you what, when this is all over, I’ll bring you back, and we will go to one, okay?”

      I nod. “I did have a really good time tonight at La Tease. It was the best dinner date I’ve ever had.”

      Noah smiles. “Really?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” I lean in and kiss him, trying to forget about how frightened I am that I’ll leave New York and never get to kiss him again.

      It doesn’t matter how many kisses I’ve had from Noah. Every time, it’s like the first. Flutters in my stomach, throbbing body parts, and the scent of his skin consume me, and I’m lost in a Utopia I only get to experience when I’m kissing him.

      He pulls me closer and his fingers grip my hair and his lips and tongue claim me as his.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” he whispers between kisses.

      “What?”

      “Our date that was cut short.”

      “Stop. I had fun.”

      “Me, too.”

      He pulls me down on the bed, and cradles my head in his arm, and he’s gazing down at me. “You look really beautiful tonight, Piper.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      He softly laughs. “It’s worth mentioning more than once.”

      I stroke his cheek and blurt out. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      With a small nod, he says, “I don’t want you to leave me, either, but you have to.”

      I take a deep breath and gaze up at the ceiling, blinking back more tears, as I wish my eyes would stop watering up, but they won’t.

      Noah brings his forehead to mine. “Let’s make the most of tonight, okay? Then when I get back Monday night, I’ll come directly to your place, or you go up to mine instead of leaving work.”

      “Okay.” Once again, I’m kissing him, except this time, there’s an urgency and heat only Noah knows how to bring to me. He unzips my dress before he shoves it off my arms.

      Noah stops kissing me and removes my dress and freezes.

      I’m wearing a black see-through, lace pushup bra and matching crotchless panties that one of the girls secretly packed in the top of my bag. My guess is it was Quinn.

      With fire in his eyes, he growls, “You’ve been wearing this all night?”

      I bite my lip and raise my eyebrow before nodding. I’m trying not to smile.

      “Fuck, you’re hot, Piper,” he mumbles as his lips hit my inner calf and work toward my sex.

      His lips on my thigh makes my pussy pulse, and I sharply inhale as his hands push my legs out before throwing them on top of his shoulder.

      “Oh God!” I cry out as his tongue takes the first swipe.

      Soft fingers graze the lace around my hip and groin, before two slide inside me at once.

      “I can’t believe you sat next to me all night wearing this,” he mumbles, almost absentmindedly, as his fingers curl inside me.

      Moaning, I grasp onto his hair and push his head back to my netherland.

      Noah lightly sucks on my nub, creating a surge of tingles through me.

      His strong hands grab hold of my hips and pull me down into him, as he flicks his tongue throughout me.

      My stomach rises and falls from my increased breath, and my legs are already squeezing his neck. Surges of intoxicating warmth and little pulses race through my body from Noah’s lips and tongue.

      I push his head into me, and he softly laughs then clasps my hands. “I’m going to savor you tonight, Piper.” He moves my hands to my hips and places his over mine and holds them against me, just like the first night we were together and teases me again.

      I know what this means. He’s going to take his time and keep me on edge for longer. But I’m already on edge, and I want to push his head hard into me, but I can’t because he has my hands on lockdown.

      The sea of mayhem Noah creates in me is a pulsing paradise of never-ending pleasurable torture. His hands are firmly holding mine to my hips, but his fingers are stroking mine, sending my blood racing up my arms.

      “Noah,” I cry out as the pressure intensifies everywhere, and my body heats up.

      Rolling currents run through my body as Noah continues to caress me in a slow but steady pattern till my breath is so labored, my mouth is a continuous O.

      My eyes are fluttering open and shut and I’m begging him not to stop, to keep going, to make me fly, but he keeps me on the edge with every cell in my body buzzing with life.

      As his tongue slides over me, his lips pulse quickly against my aching clit before his tongue glides on it again. Over and over, he gives me just a little of his lips, and I get higher than I was before without climaxing, which I didn’t think was possible.

      His hands push mine harder into my hips, and I buck up into his face, crying out, “Oh God, please!”

      Another soft laugh comes out of him, and I squeeze my thighs around his neck as hard as I can and buck into his face again, and he sucks on me so intensely, every cell in my body shatters into euphoria, and I scream out his name.

      My body convulses in Noah’s mouth. Dizziness overpowers me, and everything turns white.

      When Noah releases me, I’m still trembling, and he kisses me on my stomach. Fresh tingles burst through my cells, my chest still heaving from my high.

      His dexterous fingers pull my breasts out of my bra, and his mouth is soon gently sweeping across my nipples.

      New currents roll through me. I moan from his touch and wrap my arms around him.

      Noah’s erection slides across my sensitive nub. He groans, and I pull his face up to mine, hungrily kissing him, tasting my orgasm, wrapping my legs around him.

      He enters me as my hands greedily push on his muscular ass.

      “Oh fuck, you feel good,” he mumbles on my lips as I whimper.

      His girth fills me, shimmying against my already trembling walls, generating a new wonderland as Noah and I melt together.

      “So good,” I whisper, clutching him tighter and digging into his back.

      He buries his lips into the curve of my neck, lightly sucking, then increasing his pressure, and I’m sure he’s marked me.

      “Shit!” I cry out. The sting of his lips sends a perfect pain through my cells, and I wonder if my nails drew blood on his back.

      “You’re mine,” he murmurs while nibbling on my earlobe then pushes his forehead to mine. “I love you. Don’t forget it.”

      I shake my head. With a trembling lip, I whisper, “I won’t. I love you.”

      His dark-brown eyes drill into mine then he crushes his lips to mine, thrusting into me harder and wrapping his arms tighter around me.

      Our bodies are humming against each other, glistening with sweat, scorching with heat, pulsing with adrenaline.

      “Oh...oh...” My sex spasms on him, pushing me closer to unraveling on him.

      A delicious, throaty groan comes out of Noah, as he swells inside me.

      “Harder,” I beg then grab his ass and push him deeper into me, desperate to feel all of him.

      He circles his hips and thrusts harder into me, swiping my sweet spot, over and over.

      “Noah!”

      He stops circling and thrusts in the old rhythm.

      “No...no...don’t stop!” I beg him.

      “You want this, Piper,” he growls, circling his hips again.

      “God, yes, please,” I whimper out.

      “Okay, baby,” he murmurs against my lips, and circles in me so hard, every cell bursts with adrenaline, and then I fly higher when he pumps his seed into me.

      “Fuck, Piper,” he cries out, his body trembling along with mine.

      Seizures unleash on his cock, as my body is in a ferocious fight of gripping and releasing him.

      When we finally calm, he rolls onto his side and pulls me along with him, gliding his tongue on mine, caressing my naked back, and entwining our legs.

      Like every night I’ve ever spent with Noah, he fucks me into an oblivion of exhaustion, but this time, he never leaves me. The asshole is gone, and the real Noah and Piper have arrived.
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      Noah

      

      Piper and I stay up all night, talking and laughing between orgasms. When she finally falls asleep, she’s cradled in my arms. I kiss her head and stroke her back, happy she’s finally staying with me, and I didn’t have to play the asshole role.

      I don’t want her to go, but she needs to. It isn’t safe for her in New York, and I have to finish my meetings.

      Kramer may or may not know what I’m up to, but he’s definitely watching me, and that alone has me worried. I knew when I started this mission that I was at risk of his wrath, but now Piper is involved.

      Reaching over to the nightstand, I pick up my phone and search for flights. There is an eleven thirty out of JFK. I book a first-class ticket for Piper and the two guards Phil sent over. I’ll get two more guards for myself in the morning.

      My meeting is at one o’clock with Markler Corporation. I’ll have enough time to go to the airport with Piper and then my meeting.

      It’s five in the morning, but I shoot a text to Nixon. “Call me as soon as you wake up.”

      Nixon is the only one in New York who knows my plans. He’s been my right hand for the last eight years. I need to figure out how this got leaked if Kramer was telling the truth.

      Piper stirs and snuggles closer to me. I stroke her curly brown hair and kiss her head again. Since our first night together, I’ve wanted her like this: in my arms, staying with me, not wanting me to be an asshole. She’s finally open to us being together, and I need to make sure I get back to Chicago as soon as possible and keep Kramer and anyone else away from her. I also need to make sure we sort out HR and Bennett so it’s over and done with.

      A part of me fears Piper might freak out when she gets back to Chicago and rethink us being together. Her career is a priority in her life, and I don’t want her reanalyzing our relationship. My head is telling me I need to be in Chicago to remind her how good we are together, and that I’ll protect her not only from bad men like Kramer but from any gossip that might come up from work.

      No matter how much Piper has done to get where she’s at on her own merits, there is undoubtedly going to be some gossip. I feel guilty about that, but I won’t let it stop Piper and I being together. But I need to be there and keep Piper focused on who we are together and not on what anyone else might think.

      It’s not fair that Piper will have to take the brunt of this. Nothing really bad will be said about me. If it is, I don’t give a shit, but I know Piper is going to care if others are talking about us. My hopes are that there is limited-to-no gossip in the office, but until we disclose things, I can’t predict what will happen.

      My phone rings. I answer quickly. “Nixon, hold on a minute.”

      Carefully, I slide Piper off of me, grab a pair of boxers, and sneak out to the living area. “Nixon, Kramer was at the same restaurant I was at last night and asked how my meeting was.”

      “What? How did he get wind of that?”

      “I don’t know. He may have just been fishing. But two of his guys followed us. I have bodyguards on Piper and myself now.”

      “Oh shit,” Nixon mutters.

      “Who knows about my meetings besides you?”

      “Other than the staff seeing the guys from Cosoner Corporation come into the office yesterday, no one.”

      “So either Cosoner, Markler, or Tritonione are on Kramer’s payroll, or we have a leak?” I’m pacing and push my hand through my hair.

      “Or Kramer was bluffing?”

      I run my hand through my hair. “I don’t think he was, but yes, it is possible.”

      “What should we do about your meetings today and Monday? Do you want to keep them at the office or move them?”

      I pause, thinking about what the best thing to do would be. “If we move, we need somewhere discreet.”

      “What about 686? It’s not open yet, and you can control leaving and coming.”

      “That’s a good idea, Nixon.”

      “They installed the booths and tables last week. It should be empty today. Monday is another story, but let me think about the best place for that meeting,” Nixon informs me.

      “That sounds like a better plan.”

      “Okay, I’ll call Eric Tremblor over at Markler. He wanted to meet with you privately anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He said he wanted to talk to you alone first. I thought I told you?”

      “No, you didn’t. Kind of an important detail, don’t you think?”

      Nixon puffs out some air. “Sorry, man. The new baby has me up all crazy hours. I must have been lacking some sleep.”

      I chuckle. “No worries. Everything else okay at home with Carla and Sara?”

      Nixon grunts. “Peachy. Carla and I are on no sleep, but Sara is super happy.”

      “Sounds like parenthood is just bliss, man.”

      “Yeah, well, wait till you are in it.”

      I smile. “Yeah, well, I think I’ll let you be the daddy for a bit. I’ll save that card for later.”

      Nixon snorts, and I hear Sara crying in the background. “That’s my cue. I’ll call Eric and rearrange the meeting.”

      “Thanks, man.” I hang up and turn around. Piper’s standing in her silk robe, in the doorway. She’s biting her lip.

      “Hey, you’re awake.” I step closer to her and notice her lip is shaking. “What’s wrong?”

      She quietly replies, “Nothing.”

      She’s blinking back tears. I’m trying to figure out what is wrong when I realize that she heard my phone call and what I said.

      Shit. She thinks I’m going to leave her now.

      “That was Nixon. He was telling me how he hasn’t gotten any sleep since the baby,” I try to explain.

      “Noah, you said, ‘I’ll save that card for later.’ There is no later with me. You need to understand that.” Piper turns away, and she’s trembling.

      I pull her into my arms. “Shh,” I say into her head.

      She pushes back from me and her voice shakes. “If you want kids, you need to not be with me, Noah. This isn’t going to ever change. And this is a lot for a new relationship. We shouldn’t even have to talk about this right now, but this is my reality, so it would be better just to stop this before we go any further.”

      Crap. We’re here again. Jesus Noah, you need to get this through her head.

      I try to pull her back to me, but she pushes back, so I grab her and pick her up.

      “Noah, put me down.”

      I walk over to the chair and sit down with her in my lap.

      “Noah!” Piper’s glare is back and once again directed at me.

      I reach for her head and hold it next to mine. “Just stop talking and let me have my say, will you?”

      She takes a deep breath and bites on her lip again.

      Scanning her hazel eyes, I tell her, “Stop trying to give me an out every five minutes. Seriously. This is never going to be a reason for us not to be together.”

      “But—”

      I cut her off. “No. Just get it out of your head. If we decide we want kids, we will adopt or foster or find a surrogate or something. Whatever you want to try, I’ll do, but stop making this a reason we can’t be together.”

      “They won’t have my blood and maybe not yours,” she blurts out.

      I jerk my head back in shock. “So? Would you really care about that?”

      “No, but would you not care about that?”

      “No, I wouldn’t.”

      “Really?”

      “Why does this surprise you?”

      She puts her head down and quietly admits, “Because the other guys I dated did.”

      I pull her chin up to mine. “Well, they are assholes.”

      She blinks back more tears but laughs softly.

      I stare at her, confused. “What’s so funny?”

      “Guess I have a thing for assholes?”

      I raise my eyebrow at her. “So that’s why you wanted me to be an asshole?”

      Piper is laughing, and I pull her more into me and stroke her cheek. She stops and stares at me.

      “I’ve already lost everyone I loved. I’m not going to lose you over this. If the time comes and we want to have kids, then we’ll explore our options and pick one. If it’s in the cards for us, it’s in the cards. If it’s not, then we will deal with it together. But I want you to stop worrying. I’m never going to change my mind on this.” I adamantly tell her this because it’s true. It will never be a reason, and I want her to trust and believe me.

      She takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry I’m putting you in this position to even discuss this so early in our relationship.”

      I brush her hair behind her ear. “Don’t be sorry. Stop worrying. I want to be with you, Piper. When I said I love you, I meant it.”

      She closes her eyes briefly then opens them. “Noah, I love you, too, I just—”

      “You just are used to assholes,” I finish for her.

      She softly laughs again then brushes her hand on my cheek.

      I see all the pain, sadness, and worry in her face, so I lean in and kiss her, trying to show her that I’m not like any of those other guys, and I’ll be the man that she needs and deserves. Between kisses, I whisper to her, “I just want you, Piper. You’re perfect, just as you are.”

      She runs her hand through my hair then moves her body on top of mine, straddling my hips, softly rocking her hot pussy into the growing hardness of my cock.

      I untie her robe and move between the silk and her skin, and around to her back, palming her smooth, round ass.

      Piper glides her hands down my chest to my hard-on and moves it out of the slit of my boxers. She strokes my erection and suddenly takes both her hands and rips the opening of my boxers.

      I laugh. “You trying to get me back for tearing all your panties?”

      She grins, lifts her body, and slides down on me. I’m drenched in her blanket of heat and grab her bottom lip in my teeth.

      “Oh...” She breaths against me and shimmies her hips upon my shaft.

      Groaning, I push my hands into her ass more as my body becomes swallowed up by hers.

      Tingling.

      Hardening.

      Throbbing.

      “Don’t stop, baby. So good,” I moan against her lips, as her walls grip me with tiny pulses. I move my hand around to rub on her clit.

      “Noah,” she whimpers so sweetly, I know I’m going to be dreaming about it over the next few days when we’re apart.

      Apart.

      I try to push it out of my head. Being with Piper is like stages of a drug. Intoxicating. Addicting. Full of withdrawals.

      No one has ever consumed me so much. It’s like her body was created just to fit with mine. Every move, every touch, every sound creates a new euphoria within me, and that’s only the physical part of Piper.

      Day after day, I’ve gotten glimpses into her thoughts, knowing that it’s only a small tidbit and desperately craving to know more.

      So yeah, I try to push the thought of being apart from her, if only for a few days, out of my head because my desire for her runs deep, and it’s only gotten more potent since coming to New York.

      I push her robe off her shoulders and dip down to tease her areolas with my tongue, before drawing her rose tip nipple into my mouth.

      “I’ll never get enough of you,” I mutter against her breasts.

      She moans and lets out a shaky breath.

      The smell of her skin seeps through my body, and I inhale deeper, moving my mouth to the crook of her neck, nibbling and trying to keep my dick from exploding too soon in her as she pushes deeper onto me.

      “Oh God!” she cries out as her pussy pulses harder against my shaft, and I rub my thumb faster.

      “Oh fuck, you feel good,” I breathe at her.

      Her arms tighten around my shoulders, her fingers dig into my back, and I know she’s on the verge of soaring.

      “I...oh...oh…” She blinks rapidly and her mouth forms into the beautiful O that haunts my thoughts day in and day out.

      With my free hand, I push her hip down on me hard and speed up my thumb, knowing I’m on the cusp of cumming. “That’s it baby,” I murmur.

      She trembles and pushes her nails into my muscles. I lose all control and pump my cock into her hard.

      “Noah!” Her eyes roll which is another one of my favorite sounds and visions.

      We shatter, bringing each other higher, gripping tighter, and reaching the space that only Piper and I can find together.

      Our mouths meet, needy, and greedily feasting on the other.

      And in a world where I have so much uncertainty, the one thing I have no doubts about is Piper. She is my heaven, at times my hell, and has possession over my heart and soul.

      Whatever Kramer Sampson has up his sleeve, I need to figure out and fast. I can’t let him harm her or my mission.
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      Piper

      

      Noah escorts me into the airport. I’ve got two bodyguards with me, and we’re near the entrance of the security line.

      His arms are around my waist, and my hands are clasped around his neck. He puts his forehead to mine. “What do you think about staying at my place until I get back? It’s more secure than your place.”

      “I have two bodyguards. Don’t you think that’s enough?”

      “It won’t hurt.”

      “I already texted the girls, and they are going to sleep over at my place tonight.”

      He shrugs. “Have them come stay at my place, then.”

      I raise my eyebrow at him. “You must really want me there.”

      Noah puts both hands on my cheeks. “I’ll feel a bit better.”

      “Okay, I’ll stay at your place if it makes you feel better.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      “Noah…” I take a deep breath. So many emotions are flying through my heart right now. I blink fast, trying not to cry.

      “I’ll be fine,” he tries to reassure me.

      I nod and gaze down, blinking quicker.

      He pulls my chin up and sternly repeats, “I’ll be fine.”

      I pull his head down and crush my lips against his, quickly parting them with my tongue, losing myself one last time in the heavenly world of Noah.

      When we pull out of our kisses, he wraps me in his arms and kisses me on the head. “I’ll see you Monday, Piper. Call me when you get to my place.”

      “All right. Promise me you’ll stay safe.”

      “I promise. You better go or you’ll miss your flight.”

      With hesitation and an ache in my heart, I walk away from him, feeling like I’m leaving my entire existence behind me.

      When I get through security, I turn around and he’s still there, watching me.

      “Ma’am, we need to get to our gate, or we will miss our flight,” Simon, my bodyguard informs me.

      I blow Noah one final kiss. He purses his lips at me, and points for me to get moving.

      Turning, I go with my guards to the plane. To anyone else, they seem like normal people. We could be family or going on a business trip for all anyone knows.

      Quickly, we board the plane, and I get situated in my seat. Thoughts about my flight to New York fill my mind. The memory of Noah and I making out the entire way floods my mind.

      So much has happened in only a few days. I left Chicago, hating Noah. Well, at least trying to hate him. I could never have guessed that I would have agreed to truly be with him.

      Looking back, I had fought my feelings regarding Noah, worried about work, not wanting to tell him my biggest secret. I told myself so many times that he was an asshole, but the truth was, I had seen the real Noah enough I should have realized that wasn’t him.

      He squashed any worry I had about why we couldn’t be together. All my fears and doubts, no matter how small or large, were broken apart, piece by piece over the last few days.

      Noah fought for me...for us. The realization comes flying into my head, and I’m overcome once again with emotion. He loves me. I’ve never had a man love me. All of me. Flaws and all. But Noah Parker, he wants me no matter how complicated or gray I might be.

      Gray. I told him he was gray, but in reality, I’m not innocent of that, either. He doesn’t care, though, and my two-plus-two-equals-four world has suddenly shifted.

      I turn on my phone and text him. “I love you.”

      I quickly get a text back. “I loved you first.”

      Smiling, I reply, “Ha, ha!”

      The flight attendant comes over the loudspeaker instructing us to get ready for the flight.

      “I have to turn my phone off now.”

      “Okay. Let me know when you land.”

      “Stay safe, Noah.” I add a kiss emoji.

      “You, too, Piper.” He sends a kiss emoji back.

      I turn off my phone and lean back into the seat, pulling the blanket over me. Noah and I had little sleep, and I spend the rest of the flight dreaming of him and our future I no longer have any doubts about.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once the plane lands and we’re in the car, I call Noah.

      “Hey, babe,” he answers.

      “Hey. I’m heading to my place to pack.” I want to ask him how his meeting went, but before I left, we agreed not to talk about them over the phone, just to be safe.

      “Good. I forgot to tell you I probably don’t have much food in the place.”

      I laugh. “I think I’ll be okay.”

      He clears his throat. “I miss you already.”

      My heart flutters. “I miss you, too.” I hear noises in the background.

      “Hold on.” I hear Noah’s muffled voice.

      “You have to go?” I ask.

      “Nixon just got here.”

      “Okay. Go do your thing.”

      “All right. I’ll call you later.”

      “Sounds good. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, Piper.”

      I hang up, and there’s a dull ache in my heart. I know until Noah is back, safe and sound, it isn’t going to go away.

      The car pulls up to my apartment, and I quickly go in with my bodyguards and pull stuff out, unpack my suitcase, and put clean clothes in, including a work outfit for Monday.

      It doesn’t take long before I’m inside the building of Bennett Parker.

      The elevator doors open, and Bennett steps out.

      “Piper. I’m glad you’re back safe and sound.” He glances at me and then the bodyguards.

      “Thanks.” My face heats up.

      Shit. I didn’t expect to run into Bennett. Noah said he would take care of telling him about our relationship, but neither of us anticipated this. I’m unprepared but turn to the bodyguards. “Can you excuse us for a minute?”

      They nod and move about one hundred feet away.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute, Bennett?” I nervously ask.

      Bennett furrows his brows. “Sure. Everything okay?”

      I take a deep breath. “Yes. Umm...”

      Shit, shit, shit! How do I even start this conversation?

      Hey, Bennett, guess who I’ve been screwing right under your nose...

      Bennett is patiently waiting for me.

      My gut flips. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here—”

      “Piper, Noah called me today and told me you’re staying at his place.”

      “Oh.” I bite my lip, wondering what else Noah told him.

      Bennett pats my shoulder in a fatherly manner. “He told me you’re dating. Don’t stress over it, Piper. It’s perfectly fine.”

      My head jerks back. “It is?”

      He chuckles. “Yes. I’m happy for you both. Seriously, don’t spend any more time worrying about it.”

      “Umm...okay. Thanks.” I give Bennett a small smile.

      “I do owe you an apology though.”

      “Apology?” I tilt my head at him, confused.

      “Yes. I should have listened to Noah and not sent you to New York. I’m sorry if I’ve put you in any danger.”

      I shake my head. “You haven’t. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      Bennett shifts on his feet and peers over at the guards then back at me. “Let’s make sure it stays that way, okay?”

      I nod. “That’s the plan.”

      The line between Bennett’s eyebrows appears.

      “Don’t worry, as you can see, Noah has me on lockdown.” I point to the guards.

      Bennett’s line gets deeper. “That’s good, but I’m sorry I’ve put you in this situation.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “I should have listened to Noah.”

      “It’s okay. But, Bennett, isn’t there something we can do so Noah isn’t a target in all this?”

      Bennett sighs. “Noah’s on a mission. When he gets something in his head, he won’t stop until he gets what he wants.”

      I think about how he pursued me even though I kept trying to push him away. “That’s very true.”

      “Tell you what, I’ll keep thinking and you keep thinking, and maybe we can figure something out.”

      “All right.”

      Bennett pats me on the shoulder. “Have a good rest of the weekend, Piper.”

      “You, too.” The bodyguards approach me and I hit the elevator button. We get in, and I punch in the code for Noah’s penthouse. The elevators open up on his floor. Simon stays with me while Hans, the other guard, sweeps the penthouse. After he deems it all clear, I go inside, and they shut the door. I feel bad about them staying out in the small corridor all the time, but they assure me it’s their job.

      I text Noah. “Ran into Bennett.”

      He calls me right away.

      I answer, “Wow. That was fast.”

      “Sorry, Piper. I told Bennett about us, in case you don’t know. I was going to tell you after I finished my meeting with Nixon.”

      “It’s okay. I started to tell him, but he stopped me and told me he was fine with it and said he was happy for us?”

      “Yes. I told you he wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “That you did. Well, thanks for telling him so I didn’t have to.”

      “I told you I would take care of it.”

      “I know, but I didn’t think you would have over the phone.”

      Noah teases, “Maybe it’s my way of making sure you don’t change your mind about us while I’m not in front of you.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind, Noah.”

      “Good,” he replies but doesn’t sound overly convinced.

      “Noah.”

      “Hmm?”

      “You told me to trust you, so trust me on this, okay? Don’t worry about this. I’m not going to cave on us.”

      With more conviction, he replies, “Okay. In that case, why don’t I email you my signed copy of the HR form, and you can fill out your part, sign it, and email it in?”

      I laugh. “Aren’t you on the ball.”

      “I don’t want to move backward, Piper.”

      A million butterflies release in me. Noah seems to have no wavering about how he feels for me or that he wants us to be together.

      “I’ll do it today, then,” I tell him.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Why do you sound surprised?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m still getting used to the fact that you aren’t fighting me on us.”

      “I’ll save my fighting strength for something else.”

      Noah groans. “Why do I believe you when you say that.”

      I stare out the window at the Chicago skyline. “Okay. I’ll let you get back to your meeting. Thanks for calling me.”

      “All right. Check your inbox. I sent the form.”

      “Will do.”

      “I’ll call you later.”

      “Okay. Bye.

      “Bye, Piper.” Noah hangs up.

      I pull up my email and read through the form. Noah has disclosed things pretty well. I decide to write on the form, “Please review what Noah wrote. This is one-hundred percent the truth, and I am not in any way being pressured or feel obligated to write this. I entered this relationship with my own free will.”

      I copy and paste the paragraph on all the lines, sign it electronically, then email it to HR and cc Noah, as well as Bennett.

      Noah texts me. “That was fast.”

      “Told you I wasn’t going to cave.”

      He sends me kiss emojis. I reply with some as well.

      Sitting back on the couch, I gaze out the window, watching the waves of Lake Michigan crash against the shoreline. It’s a fairly windy day, but the sun is shining. People sunbathe on the beach even though it’s pretty early in the season. A few are actually in the water.

      I sit for hours, staring out the window, trying to think of some way to pull off Noah’s plan without him becoming a target. The only thing that interrupts me is the ring of the doorbell announcing the girls’ arrival. I’m excited to hang out with them but sad because I’m no closer to helping Noah stay out of harm’s way.
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      Noah

      

      It’s Sunday. Eric Tremblor from Markler Corporation and I are meeting in secret, at 686, a restaurant I’ve invested in. It’s not open to the public yet, so besides Eric and my two bodyguards, no one else is in the restaurant.

      When Nixon called Eric to rearrange our meeting, he requested we meet today instead. I’m cautious and also curious. Cautious because I don’t know whose side he’s on, or if he even realizes there’s a side between Kramer and me. Curious because he told Nixon he wants to meet alone with me.

      I arrive from the back alley, and he does the same, as instructed by Nixon.

      I’ve met Eric twice in the past. He’s always been kind to me, but I don’t know what I’m walking into.

      We sit down in a booth, across from one another. Eric is in his mid-sixties, with gray streaks running through his black hair.

      I decide to get right into it. “Nixon said you wanted to meet alone first?”

      He peers at me for a few minutes, saying nothing. I stare back at him, holding myself back from shifting or doing anything that might make it appear I’m nervous.

      Finally, he says, “Noah, you’ve always seemed like a straight shooter to me.”

      I nod. “That I am. You as well.”

      He scans my eyes some more. “I came to get some straight answers from you.”

      “Sure. What do you need answered?”

      “What’s the real reason you’re interested in buying Markler?”

      I almost give him my typical answer but stop myself. Eric strikes me as a guy who doesn’t play twice with liars. He seems trustworthy and like a good guy, but I’m contemplating how to answer this without digging myself into a hole if I lie to him.

      Cautiously, I reply, “Can I ask why you’re asking me this?”

      “I’ve worked my entire life for my company. I don’t want it to go down in flames. You’re a pretty sharp, young man, I’ll give you that, but pharmaceuticals seem to be outside of your wheelhouse.”

      I can’t blame the guy for asking me this. I think some more on how to respond, trying to feel him out some more.

      “Eric, why did you get into pharmaceuticals?”

      He shifts in his seat. “I wanted to help people. My mother had a rare disease and suffered from the pain of it her entire life.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your mom. Do you feel like you’ve helped people?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Go on,” I encourage.

      He sighs. “The cost of drug research has continued to go up. The bigger companies buy patents for drugs that work, just to shelve the patent so patients who are sick stay on their drugs longer, sometimes for life. It’s a constant fight to find a cure for a disease or a solution for someone to be able to have a better quality of life.”

      My gut is telling me Eric is sincere, but I’m still cautious, as I know it could be a setup.

      Deciding to throw him a bone, I tell him, “I think you’ll find that you and I are on the same page regarding why we want to be in the pharmaceutical space.”

      His next comment surprises me, and he points to the bodyguards. “This secret location and the bodyguards... I’m assuming you’ve been threatened?”

      “Why do you assume that?”

      He leans in, frowns, and lowers his voice. “Noah, I’ve been in this industry thirty-plus years and had my fair share of threats.”

      I decide I’m going to trust him and pray I’m not making a huge mistake. My research indicates he is genuine and unlike Kramer Sampson, so I take the leap. “If I let you in, can you promise the utmost confidentiality?”

      “It won’t leave this table.”

      After a deep breath, I tap my fingers on the table. “I need your access to insulin.”

      He squints at me. “Why?”

      “It’s personal. Let’s say it’s similar to your mother’s story and why you got into the business. But I want to drive the big guys out of the insulin market by getting enough access to insulin and dropping the price so people can afford it.”

      Eric whistles. “Noah, do you have a death wish?”

      My pulse races. “I wish I could find a way to do it without risking that, but I’m not sure how.”

      Eric sits back in his seat. “Who’s coming after you right now?”

      “Kramer Sampson threatened and had me followed the other night. We ditched them, but he may or may not know what I’m up to. He killed a deal of mine about a year ago.”

      “Shit, Noah. He’s not one to mess with.”

      “Yep. I know.”

      “You talking to anyone else besides me?” Eric asks.

      Once again, I decide to tell the truth. “I met with Cosoner on Friday, and tomorrow I’m supposed to meet with Tritonione.”

      “Don’t meet with Tritonione.”

      I jerk my head at him. “Why?”

      “Kramer is in their pocket.”

      My gut drops. That means Kramer knows I was supposed to meet with them. “How do you know that?”

      “Just trust me on this.”

      Panicked, I ask, “What about Cosoner?”

      “I can’t say either way.”

      “Great. That means I need to find another company to pursue.”

      He crosses his arms. “Why?”

      “I need a big enough supply.”

      His fingers tap his shoulder, and he purses his lips in thought. After a few minutes, he asks, “You sure you want this death wish?”

      “I won’t stop until it’s done.”

      He scratches his face. “Okay, kid. I’m going to let you in on a secret.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have the ability to produce ten times what the current manufacturers are, including Kramer.”

      I’m shocked. “How?”

      “I own companies under several aliases. I learned a long time ago that owning too much in this industry puts a target on your back. But I possess all the moving pieces to create as much insulin as you want.”

      “As much as you want?”

      Eric licks his lips and taps the table with his finger. “Yep. So, the only thing you want from my company is insulin?”

      “Yes. But why haven’t you done anything with it?”

      “Honestly, I don’t like what’s happening with the insulin pricing and monopoly. But it’s a losing battle fighting the insurance companies. Even if I owned the biggest supply, the insurance companies and all the middlemen wouldn’t be cut out. It’s too big a political system. I didn’t want to make money off people that way.”

      I run my hand through my hair, taking all this information in.

      “The other projects in my company you don’t care about?”

      “Honestly, no. I’m sorry, but my only agenda is to drop the price on insulin so people have fair access to it.” I realize I might completely have destroyed my entire mission with this conversation, but I don’t want to lie to him. He deserves honesty from me.

      “So, we should really be discussing my ability to manufacture insulin instead of the sale of my entire company?”

      “Are you open to that?”

      He continues to tap the table. “If your plan involves a way to get insulin to the market at a fair price without having to fight the political system, then yes. I’m all ears and open. However, we need a plan that doesn’t involve a target on your back. If you’re dead, your plan isn’t going to come to fruition.”

      “You’re willing to sell me whatever is involved?”

      “Not sell. Partner. You don’t have the capability to run all these processes, but I do. Someday, maybe you will. But right now, you don’t. And my businesses are so hidden, it would take a genius to tie all the parts to me.”

      “You would partner with me?”

      “If you can pull this off, then yes, but I’m not budging on my requirement. You need to come up with a better plan to protect yourself. I don’t want your death on my head.”

      I sit back, letting it sink in that the supply issue could be solved. My pulse creeps up further. Can it really be this simple to get access to more insulin than what Kramer Sampson and his competition have?

      “Noah, find a way to protect yourself. You have my word you can get as much insulin as you need,” Eric tells me.

      “Okay. I’m going to need some time to try and figure this out.”

      He nods. “Take as much time as you need, but whatever you do, get your ass back to Chicago and don’t take your meeting tomorrow.”

      I’m about to agree with him when another thought pops into my head. “Actually, I think I’ll take that meeting, steer the conversation, and tell them at the end of it I’m no longer interested. Send Kramer a message that I’m just trying to make money.”

      Eric chuckles. “Kid, you’re smarter than I thought. Now get that brain working so you don’t end up dead.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I go through the motions in my meeting with Tritonione Corporation and continue to focus the meeting on profits and how to scale their business profits. Toward the end, I shake my head at Gusto Camen, the majority shareholder who is in bed with Kramer. “I appreciate all your time, but I’m not seeing how I can make the profits I want to make.”

      Gusto tries to hide his shock. “Okay. I understand. If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “Thanks. I’m beginning to think maybe pharmaceuticals isn’t an easy industry to get into.”

      Gusto nods. “You’re probably right about that.”

      “Maybe I just need to stick to my wheelhouse?”

      “That might be better for you,” he advises.

      I scrunch my face like I’m deep in thought and it’s sinking in. “Hmm.” I stand and hold out my hand. “Thanks for your time.”

      The meeting adjourns. I think I’ve done a good enough job to trick them and hope Kramer will no longer feel threatened by me.

      My plane is on time. I arrive at the office around three. I get off the elevator and Piper is at a cubicle talking to one of the analysts on her team.

      In the middle of the conversation, she stops and quickly is in front of me, pulling me down to her lips and kissing me.

      I’m thrown off. I didn’t expect her to want to show any affection in the office, and a wave of emotion sweeps through me. Her arms pull me tighter to her, and the office no longer exists. I’m lost in all that is right in my world, which is Piper.

      I pull back from her, clasp her hand, and guide her into our personal office as the people around us make catcalls. I shut the door and lock it.

      Her eyes are wet. “Noah, I was so worried.”

      “Everything is okay. But you know you just outed us to the entire office, right?” I tease her.

      She shrugs. “Oh well. HR got the form. If they are going to talk, at least we gave them something to talk about.”

      I laugh. “You did a good job with that.” I wrap my arms around her and pull her into me, needing to feel her once again against me. I kiss the top of her head.

      “I don’t care anymore. I only care that you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay. Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you all about it.” I lead her to the couch and pull her on my lap then tell her about my two meetings.

      Her face lights up. “So, Kramer thinks you aren’t a threat anymore?”

      I shrug. “I hope so but who knows.”

      “And Eric will partner with you and create a bigger supply than Kramer and his competition combined?”

      “That’s what he promised me.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “But we need to find a way to hide you from it?”

      “Pretty much, yes.”

      “I won’t argue with that part of the plan.” She leans in and kisses me then pulls back and asks, “And you trust Eric?”

      I blow out a breath of air. “Yes. I do.”

      Piper strokes my cheek. “Good. Did you let Cosoner Corporation know that you aren’t interested?”

      “Crap. I didn’t even think about them. I was too worried about figuring out how to mislead the Tritonione team. I’ll send them an email when we’re done talking.”

      Piper bites her lip.

      I brush my hand through her hair. “What’s wrong?”

      “How do you bypass insurance and the other political issues?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      We don’t talk for a few minutes, trying to figure out a solution. Piper finally looks at me. “Let me go finish my conversation with Bryan and think about this some more.”

      I grin. “You did leave him mid-sentence.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m sure I’m going to get the stare down from the entire floor.”

      “Want me to go out with you?”

      She smirks at me. “Do you think that’s going to help stop it?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never done this before.”

      “You don’t have sex with all your employees?” she teases.

      “Funny. I’m glad you’re not freaking out. I was worried you would,” I admit to her.

      Piper caresses the side of my head. “Maybe I’ve had some time to think about what’s important to me.”

      I wiggle my brows at her. “That’s me, right?”

      She laughs. “Don’t get cocky now!”

      After I kiss her, I tell her, “Okay. Go finish your conversation, I’ll send off that email and then, let’s get out of here.”

      Piper tilts her head at me in question. “Where are we going?”

      With a cocky smile, I lick my lips at her. “First, upstairs so I can ravage you. After that, I owe you a date.”

      She winks at me, “Aye aye, Boss!”
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      Piper

      

      When I walk back out of our office, I’m getting funny stares. I knew there was going to be office talk once they found out about Noah and me, and it wasn’t the plan to kiss him in front of everyone, but I’d been counting down the minutes all day, worrying about him.

      All Saturday night, the girls pumped me full of confidence, telling me to stop stressing about what the office was going to think and reinforcing that the only important thing was my relationship with Noah.

      They were right, and I knew it, so when I saw Noah, I couldn’t help it.

      Now, I try to ignore the smirks and whispers, but finally, I hold my hands up. “HR has the form. If you’ve got any questions, this is your only chance to ask.”

      Mary, one of the busybodies, is the first to speak up. “Did you light the flame in New York or before?”

      “Before. Next question.”

      She smirks at Ted, who sits next to her. “You owe me ten bucks.”

      “Did you get personal before or after he gave you his desk?” Ginger asks.

      “Before,” I hear Noah say behind me.

      I turn around and scan his eyes. They are slightly amused, and he walks over to me, sits against the desk then puts his arms around me so I’m leaning against his body.

      “Did you request Piper be moved into your office?” Cindy, another busybody raises her eyebrows at Noah.

      Noah shakes his head. “No, I did not. Bennett made her move, and I’m surprised I’m still standing here alive.”

      The office erupts in laughter, and I glare at Noah but am smiling.

      “Crap,” Cindy mumbles.

      Tanya, who sits next to her, holds out her hand. Cindy passes her some bills.

      “Jeez, how many bets have you all placed?” I ask them.

      “Oh, just a few.” Ginger smirks.

      Noah pulls me in tighter to him and takes a deep breath. “Okay. What else?”

      “So you two kind of have a love-hate thing going on?” Keil asks.

      Noah and I glance at each other, not sure how to answer that, then bite back our smiles.

      “I win!” Keil holds his hand out to Cindy.

      “Shoot. I’m not doing too well,” Cindy mutters.

      “It’s Piper’s fault,” Noah insists.

      I jerk my head up at him. He’s got a cocky grin on his face.

      “Excuse me?” I say.

      He laughs. “Has anyone seen Piper glare at me?”

      All the hands in the office go up.

      “Has anyone seen me glare at Piper?”

      Everyone’s hands go down.

      Noah smiles at me. “See, it’s not me.”

      “Seriously?”

      He winks at me, and I roll my eyes.

      “Did you pick Piper to work on your projects, or did she request it?” Bryan asked.

      I’m about to answer when I hear, “No, I made that decision because I wanted her to learn more about mergers and acquisitions for the new VP role she is going to be taking over. Neither Noah nor Piper knew or were happy about it when I made them aware.”

      Noah and I turn, and Bennett is behind us.

      Bryan pumps his arm then holds his hand out. “Pay up, Mary.”

      I stare at Bennett. “Did you just say...”

      He smiles at me and nods. “I was going to announce this later, but you all can know now. Piper is going to be the newest, and youngest ever, I might add, VP of the firm, heading up our new mergers and acquisitions department.”

      I’m stunned, and I think my mouth is hanging open.

      The office erupts in applause and congratulations. They are all genuinely happy for me. I slowly gaze up at Noah, who’s grinning at me.

      Did he know about this?

      Noah kisses me on the cheek. “Congrats. Well-earned.”

      I still don’t know what to say. My heart is racing, and I’m in shock, as I didn’t expect this, especially when we haven’t finished the deals we’ve been working on.

      Bennett sternly asks, “Any other questions for Noah or Piper? Last chance then this is being put to rest.”

      No one says anything. Bennett is a fun boss, but he’s still the boss.

      Noah stands up straighter. “Okay, then. Piper, finish up with Bryan so we can go.”

      Bryan waves at me. “Already finished. You kids go have fun.”

      “Yeah, go have fun.” Mary smirks.

      “Ah, to be young again,” Cindy says.

      I try not to laugh as I catch Noah’s eye. Looking around the room, I realize I’m at least fifteen years younger than everyone, and Noah is about ten. Everyone seems genuinely happy for us. And they are excited about my promotion. It feels strange, but it becomes clear that I was worried all the time about nothing. Besides a bit of fun, everyone is happy for us.

      Hmm. This is weird but actually nice.

      “Great. Well, I’m taking my girlfriend out on a hot date to celebrate her promotion, so if anyone has any work they need us to do, don’t expect it done until tomorrow,” Noah cockily tells them.

      My face flushes at the thought of a hot date with Noah.

      Teasing sounds fill the room, and Noah puts his hand on my back and leads me over to the elevator. We get in, I ask, “Did that seriously just happen?”

      He is laughing so hard he’s crying. “That went way better than I thought it would.”

      “I won’t disagree.”

      His eyes are beaming at me. “You’re going to make a great VP, Piper.”

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. “Thanks. Did you know that was happening?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. That was all Bennett.”

      I tilt my head and squint at him. “You had nothing to do with that?”

      “Besides giving Bennett glowing reviews of how smart and amazing you are, I did not know he was going to announce that. I didn’t doubt you were getting promoted, but I didn’t know it was coming today. I’m not upset about that, though, are you?”

      I laugh. “Nope.”

      Pulling me into him, he kisses me. “Good. I guess you’re stuck with me now. Can’t use your career or what the office thinks as an excuse anymore.”

      “I already told you, I wasn’t planning on getting rid of you.”
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      As promised, Noah spends a few hours ravishing me. We shower, and, after I put on my makeup and diffuse my hair, I ask him, “Where are we going?”

      “At the risk of sounding touristy, I booked us a table at The Signature Room in the John Hancock Building.”

      “That’s a nice place. Why do you seem nervous?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know Chicago. I’m not sure where the good places are.”

      I stand up and put my arms around his waist. “I’m going to have to break you in.”

      “Break me in? That sounds kind of fun. Yes, please break me in.” He wiggles his brows at me.

      “Ha, ha! Get your dick out of your brain!”

      He holds his hands up. “What am I supposed to think when you say that to me?”

      “Funny. I meant break you into the Chicago scene.”

      “Whenever you want to break me in, I’m a willing participant,” he teases some more.

      Shaking my head, I roll my eyes.

      “Seriously, though, is that too touristy of a place?”

      “It’s a great place. I’ll go there whenever you want to take me there.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Really.”

      His face relaxes.

      “Noah, I do have a problem.”

      His face scrunches with worry. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t have anything appropriate to wear. I need to go over to my place.”

      He releases a breath. “Okay. Throw on some clothes, and we’ll stop on the way.”

      “All right.” I choose a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and quickly put them on.

      Noah goes into his closet and comes out in a pair of black dress pants, a fitted shirt, and a sport coat.

      “Wow. You look hot,” I gush at him as my pulse goes up a few notches.

      He slightly flushes, which I haven’t really seen before, but think it’s cute.

      I pull him down for a quick kiss. “Mmm, you smell so good,” I murmur against him.

      He laughs. “Let’s go before I decide to order takeout and keep you in all night.”

      “We can do that,” I tease him.

      “Don’t tempt me, Piper.” He clasps my hand and leads me out of the penthouse. The bodyguards stand up and follows us into the elevator. When we get outside, the car is waiting.

      It doesn’t take long to get to my building. Noah and the bodyguards come up with me. When we get inside my place, Noah surveys the room. “Your apartment is nice, Piper.”

      I tilt my head at him. “It’s kind of strange that you’ve never been in here besides to pick up my luggage, isn’t it?”

      “You didn’t invite me over.”

      “Sorry.” I wince.

      “I’ll forgive you. Now go get ready so we aren’t late.” He gives me a little slap on the ass.

      I decide on a red bodycon dress, some jewelry, and a pair of red stilettos I’ve been dying to wear. I grab a clutch and throw my phone and ID into it.

      As I stand in my closet, I pause. “Hey, Noah?”

      “Yeah?” He walks through my bedroom door and stops. “Wow.” He checks me out and licks his lips as a smoldering expression crosses his face.

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach. “How long am I staying at your place?”

      “Forever?” He grins at me.

      I decide he’s joking. “Am I going to be there a few days? If so, I need more work clothes.”

      “Yes.” He doesn’t hesitate and checks me out again.

      “I’m going to pack some work clothes. You go wipe your drool,” I tease.

      “I’m so fucking you in those stilettos tonight,” he seriously states.

      My lower body pulses at the thought. “Glad you approve, Mr. Parker.”

      “Oh, I definitely approve.” He winks at me with a boyish grin.

      I get another suitcase and I add my purse and some other work outfits in it and come out.

      Noah takes my bag from me and bends down to kiss me. “You’re smoking hot, Piper,” he huskily says, sending a jolt through my system.

      Heat creeps up my neck, and I softly laugh. “Let’s go.”

      Noah clasps my hand, and we quickly make our way down to the car. Once in the car, he puts his arm around me and pulls me into his chest. His fingers graze my thigh, igniting a surge of tingles directly to my sex. “I missed you,” he mumbles in my ear, while his tongue flicks my lobe.

      He’s already given me several orgasms today, but I shiver against him and inhale sharply. I turn my head and stare in his dark eyes. “I missed you. I was really worried about you, Noah.”

      His lips brush mine. “No more worries. I’m here, safe and sound.”

      I stroke his cheek. “How do we know if Kramer is still coming after you or not?”

      “He has nothing to come after me about yet.”

      Yet. The word hangs in the air like a bad omen.

      “Noah—”

      He puts his finger over my lips. “Shh. We’re celebrating your promotion tonight. I have to figure out a way to make this all happen differently than I initially thought. It’s not going to get solved tonight. Let me take you on one decent date, Piper.”

      “You already took me on an awesome date,” I tell him.

      Noah snorts. “You call almost boxing our dinner up, being followed, ditching bad guys, and hanging out in a hotel business center waiting for bodyguards to come protect us an awesome date?”

      Leaning in, I kiss Noah then pull back. “I remember you taking me to La Tease, introducing me to Kip Carter, and making out with you at the chef’s table in between courses. So yeah, I call that a pretty awesome date.” I stroke Noah’s hair above his ear.

      “I didn’t say it sucked, but I’m hoping to avoid the extra drama tonight.”

      I nod. “Fair enough.”

      The car stops in front of the John Hancock Building. One of the bodyguards opens the door, and Noah gets out then reaches in to assist me out. We enter the building when he leans down and whispers, “You’re beautiful, Piper.”

      Butterflies erupt in my stomach. I glance up at Noah, and he’s intensely staring at me like he wants to devour me right here.

      “You should wear stilettos more often, too.” He grins.

      “Do you have a foot fetish I’m not aware of?” I tease.

      “I might have a stiletto one after tonight.” He licks his lips then tastes mine before guiding me into the elevator.

      His smell is intoxicating, and he pulls me so I’m standing flush against his body. He kisses the top of my head.

      The elevator opens, we step off, and Noah gives his name to the hostess. We go in the bar area to wait until our table is ready.

      “Piper?” I turn around and my old friend from college is grinning at me.

      “Dawn!” We hug.

      “This is Dan.” She points to the guy standing next to her.

      We shake hands. “Nice to meet you. This is Noah.”

      Noah shakes their hands.

      “How long has it been, Piper?” Dawn asks me.

      I wrack my brain. “Probably two years?”

      “Too long.”

      “Agree. So what are you up to these days?”

      “I’m running a nonprofit.” She beams.

      “Wow! Congratulations!”

      “Are you still in finance?”

      I nod. “I’m still at Bennett Parker.”

      “She just got promoted to vice president of our mergers and acquisition department,” Noah boasts.

      Heat crawls up my neck.

      “Piper! Wow! That’s amazing!” Dawn gushes.

      “Congratulations.” Dan smiles and nods.

      “Thanks.”

      “She’s the youngest VP in the history of the firm,” Noah adds.

      My face is now burning. I catch his eye, and he gives me a “what” expression.

      “Wow. That’s incredible, Piper. You always were super smart.”

      “Okay, enough about me. What’s new with you?”

      Dawn takes a sip of her wine. “Just been swamped, learning all about co-ops.”

      “Co-ops?”

      Dan speaks up. “The nonprofit is interested in creating co-ops for different social, economic, and cultural issues. The members technically own and operate the co-ops, but the nonprofit would act on the board for governance.”

      “That sounds exciting,” I say.

      Dawn’s face lights up. “With co-ops, people can identify unmet needs and come together to take ownership of their problems and solve them at the same time. They can thrive and no longer be victims of the social, economic, or cultural burdens currently on them.”

      “Sounds like you do great work,” Noah comments right as the hostess touches his arm in a flirty manner.

      Dawn raises her brow at me.

      I roll my eyes. Then, she pulls out her card and hands it to me. “Call me and let’s have lunch and catch up.”

      “Sounds great.” I hug her, and we all exchange goodbyes.

      Noah puts his hand on my back and leads me to the table. The hostess gives him one last flirty arm rub, tosses her blonde hair, and giggles.

      I scrunch my face at her.

      Noah sits next to me and puts his arm around my shoulder. “Was that a jealous look I just saw?”

      My face is inches from his. “More like annoyed.”

      He tries to bite back a smile but changes the subject. “Your friend seems nice.”

      “Yes. I haven’t talked to her in a long time. We used to be fairly close but moved in different circles after college.”

      Noah nods. “I have a few friends like that. It’s always good to catch up though.”

      “Yes. I need to make sure I call and schedule that lunch with her.”

      “I’ll remind you if you want.”

      I wiggle my eyebrow at him and smile. “You want to be my secretary?”

      Noah grins. “Is this one of your fantasies?”

      Shaking my head, I laugh. “You’re so dirty.”

      “You love it when I’m dirty.” His fingers graze my thighs and move to the inside.

      Well, I can’t argue that.

      The waitress comes over. “Hi, I’m Taylor. What can I get you to drink?”

      Noah glances at me. “Champagne?”

      “Sure.”

      “Bottle of Cristal,” Noah replies.

      The waitress bats her eyes at him and pats his shoulder. “Great choice, sir.”

      He gives her a polite smile, and she giggles then walks away.

      “Jesus, I’m going to have to keep you on a leash,” I mutter.

      Noah’s head jerks toward me. “No leash needed. I don’t stray.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to insinuate anything about you. It was directed toward all the women who can’t seem to keep their hands to themselves tonight. I mean, I know you’re hot and all but jeez.”

      A cocky grin appears on Noah’s face. He leans into me. “Didn’t know you were so possessive, Piper.”

      I smirk at him. “You don’t want me to be?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. I’m totally fine with it.”

      “Truth comes out,” I tease him.

      Noah strokes my face then crushes his lips to mine. He slowly explores my mouth with his tongue while moving his hand up my inner thigh.

      “Ahem.” The waitress clears her throat and pulls us out of our kisses.

      I smirk cockily at her.

      She sets up the ice bucket, pours two glasses of Cristal, and quickly leaves.

      “To the youngest VP ever.” Noah clinks his glass against mine.

      My cheeks heat.

      “Why are you turning red?” Noah asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m not used to people boasting about me.”

      “Well, you’ll have to get used to it, then,” he teases.

      “No. You don’t have to.”

      He sets his glass down. “It’s a big deal, Piper. And I’m proud of you.”

      My heart flutters, but I turn away. His expression is too intense. I’m not used to others gushing about me or telling me they are proud of me. And I don’t doubt he is because I see it in his eyes.

      Noah pulls my chin back to him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I’m just not used to other people praising me.” I lean in and kiss him so we can get off the subject. Well, that and his luscious lips are right next to mine, begging me to claim them.

      The waitress comes back and interrupts us again. I smirk at her once more, and she turns slightly red this time.

      Good. Serves you right for touching my man. Hopefully, she doesn’t spit in my food.

      We order our dinner, and she leaves.

      Noah turns toward me. “What organization does Dawn work at?”

      I pull out the card. “One I’ve never heard of. Sensecare?” I hand the card over to Noah.

      “A resource for nonprofits,” he reads off the card.

      “That sounds different.”

      “You know, I was on a board in New York that sounds like what this is. It was kind of cool. It helps nonprofits find resources and keep their organization legit by helping with governance and things. I wonder if this is the same?”

      “Isn’t that what she said they were helping the co-ops do?” I ask Noah.

      “It sounded like it.”

      “Are you familiar with co-ops?”

      “Sure. They are big in New York. People pay hardly any money, mostly a dollar or so, and they become members. It’s kind of like owning a business, but you can have as many members as you can serve. And people get the benefits of membership, which may be better quality food, or clothing, or any other basics of survival. There are even housing co-ops.”

      “Really? I’ve never heard of that before.” I take a sip of my champagne, emptying the glass, and Noah refills it. “Thanks.”

      “I should talk to her. I need to find some causes for my foundation to support now that I’m in Chicago.”

      “You have a foundation?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s awesome. I’ve always dreamed of having a foundation someday.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I thought about taking my settlement money and starting one with it.”

      “Settlement money?”

      Shit. How did I just say that without even thinking? My face heats up and I fidget with my napkin in my lap.

      “Piper?” Noah pushes my hair behind my ear.

      I turn toward him. “Sorry. I don’t know why I just blurted that out.”

      “It’s okay.” He waits for me to continue.

      I might as well tell him. “I got a really big settlement after they botched me up.”

      Noah’s face drops. He pulls me closer.

      “I haven’t done anything with it yet. It feels kind of weird, almost like, here’s your check in lieu of having kids.”

      Sadness fills Noah’s face. “It’s not the same thing, but I can kind of relate to that. My parents didn’t have a lot of life insurance, but there was a little. When I got the check, I thought, this is all their life is worth? Even if it had been millions, it never would have been enough.”

      “What did you do with it?”

      His leg bounces next to mine. “I paid off the house and the rest went toward food and insulin. I was only eighteen. Bennett tried over and over to give me money, but I wouldn’t take it. I was such an idiot. Nathan would probably be here if I had let Bennett help.”

      I put my hand on his leg. “If only we could go back. Like the day I went into surgery. My normal doctor was sick. Things were chaotic in the hospital, and I just knew something was wrong. I shouldn’t have let them put me under, but I did because I was too scared to speak up.”

      Noah kisses the top of my head. “I can’t even imagine what that was like for you.”

      I shrug a little. “Tell me about your foundation. What’s it called?”

      Noah takes a breath. “The Nathan Parker Foundation.”

      I smile at him. “That’s nice. What does it focus on?”

      “Nathan loved kids, so the foundation does a lot for kids.”

      I stroke his cheek. “That’s great. Can I do anything to help with it?”

      Noah’s face lights up. “Sure. I’ll show you everything about it, and you can tell me what you want to do. Maybe you can meet with some nonprofits with me and help me pick some causes to rally behind?”

      “I’d love that.” I lean in and kiss him, and while I usually can’t think about anything but Noah’s lips, suddenly, I jerk my head back, and a chill runs through my body. “Oh my gosh!”

      “What?” Noah scrunches his face.

      “Co-op!”

      “Co-op?”

      “Noah, that’s it!” I snap my fingers.

      He gazes at me, confused. “I’m not following you.”

      This is it. I know this is the solution. “Noah, why don’t we co-op insulin?”
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      The hair on my neck stands up. “Co-op insulin?”

      She grasps my arm. “Yes! Let’s create a diabetes co-op.”

      “Keep talking,” I tell her.

      “You said people have to be members of a co-op, correct?”

      I nod. “We could make the membership fee a dollar. Everyone could afford it, then.”

      “And it’s a no insurance co-op, meaning they pay by cash, credit card, cashier’s check, whatever, but not with insurance.” Piper’s eyes light up with excitement.

      “That would solve the insurance and middleman political problem.”

      “Noah, do you think it would work?”

      “I don’t know why it couldn’t. As long as people had to be a member and have a prescription, I don’t know why it couldn’t.”

      She takes a sip of champagne.

      “Holy shit. You’re a genius.” I kiss her quickly on the lips.

      “Would this keep your name out of it?”

      “There’s some more logistics we need to figure out, but I believe so.”

      “Do you think Eric would go for it?”

      “I think he’s going to be really excited about this.”

      The waitress arrives with our dinner. She sets it down, batting her eyes. “Do you need anything else?”

      I turn to Piper.

      She shakes her head.

      “We are all set, thank you,” I tell the waitress who gives me another flirty smile. I catch Piper roll her eyes again.

      I grin at Piper. “How was your slumber party?”

      “It was fun. The girls all like your place.”

      “Did you all sit around in your lingerie?”

      She swats me on the arm. “Funny.”

      I decide to do some digging. “So, what does Charlotte think of Xander?”

      “Are you trying to find out info on Charlotte for Xander?”

      I hold up my hands in the air. “Hey, I’m just curious.”

      “Sure, sure.” She takes a bite of her fish.

      I look at Piper. “Well?”

      “She paid three grand for him. I think that sends a pretty strong signal that she likes him. But what does Xander think of Charlotte?”

      “Let’s just say I think the feeling is mutual.”

      “When does he move?”

      “A few months.” I take a bite of my steak.

      “That will be great for you to have a friend here.”

      “Yeah, it was fun hanging out with the guys this past weekend.”

      “I loved watching you interact with your friends in New York.”

      “What did you like about it?”

      Piper shrugs. “You just seemed relaxed and happy.”

      “Well, you did pay twenty-five grand for me,” I tease her.

      She blushes. “It was for charity.”

      I smirk at her. “Just charity, huh? It didn’t have anything to do with that blonde who was ready to throw ten grand down?”

      Piper laughs. “She wanted some dessert.”

      I can’t argue because I’ve been in enough auctions to know she definitely wanted dessert, but I decide to tease Piper some more. I lean into her and murmur, “No one ever paid twenty-five big ones for me before, so I think that makes you the hungriest of them all.”

      Piper’s lips are inches from mine. “I think that means I get extra dessert.”

      “You can always have extra dessert.” I cockily grin at her.

      She puts her hand on my thigh, inching up toward my cock, then strokes it lightly, just to torture me a bit.

      “I like you like this,” I tell her.

      “Stroking you in a public place?” She smirks.

      “Well, that and smiling. And laughing. I love your laugh.”

      “I remember when you first laughed, and I thought about how I wanted to hear it more.”

      “Really? When was that?”

      “When you brought out your massive first aid kit.”

      “You probably thought I was a hypochondriac or something.”

      Piper laughs. “I wasn’t sure what to think. But now that I think about it, there’s something I’ve always been curious about.”

      “What’s that?” I take a bite of my food.

      “Did you hide your past?”

      Picking up my napkin, I wipe my lips, swallow, and take a drink of water. “I wouldn’t say hide, just kind of steered people away from it. Why?”

      “After our first night together, I googled you and couldn’t find anything except from when you hit the M&A scene at twenty-four.” Piper scans my eyes.

      “I kept what I could out of the press.”

      “Because of the insulin project?”

      “Yes.”

      She bites on her lip.

      I put my hand on hers. “Anything you want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      With a sweet smile, she softly replies, “I know.”

      “You do?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “Good.” I lean over and kiss her, but we’re interrupted by the waitress again.

      “Are you still eating, or do you want boxes?”

      “I’ll take a box,” Piper answers.

      “I’m good,” I tell the waitress.

      “Do you want a dessert list?” the waitress asks and puts her hand on my arm again.

      I grin at Piper and raise my eyebrow. She’s never displayed any sort of jealousy over me but is tonight. And I’m enjoying her jealousy. She’s claiming me...finally.

      With wide eyes, Piper stares at the waitress. “No, thank you. We’re going to have our dessert at home. Several times.”

      The waitress’ face turns red, and she picks up our plates and scurries away.

      I laugh so hard tears are falling out of my eyes. “You did not just say that.”

      Piper tries to appear innocent, but she isn’t doing a good job holding back her smile, and she laughs, too. We’re both still laughing when the waitress comes back, plops Piper’s box in front of her, and sets the check down.

      I pull out my wallet and hand her my credit card. She quickly swipes it in the card scanner. Once the bill is paid, she tells us to have a nice night and promptly leaves.

      I stand and help Piper stand then put my arm around her waist and lead her to the lobby. As we’re exiting, I notice several men ogling Piper, and I pull her closer into me.

      She seems oblivious to the attention, but I’m not. When Bennett said that Piper is a perfect ten, he wasn’t exaggerating. She’s always beautiful, but tonight, in her red dress and stilettos, she looks like a model ready to strut the runway.

      I give several men the “she’s mine” stare and want to go slap their lust-filled faces. When we get through the restaurant and into the lobby, our bodyguards stand up.

      I had almost forgotten about them.

      We get into the elevator and outside. The car is waiting, and we quickly get in. The bodyguards are up front, and Piper and I are alone in the back, and I put my arm around her.

      “That was nice, Noah. Thanks.” She kisses me on the cheek.

      “I think we just got through an entire meal together without any craziness.” I’m almost giddy at the thought that we finally are having a real date.

      She glides the heel of her stiletto against my calf.

      My dick pulses, and I lick my lips. “You trying to tease me?”

      Piper tries to put on an innocent face and shakes her head.

      I lean into her ear. “Don’t worry, I didn’t forget about fucking you in your stilettos.”

      She turns her head more into me and brushes her lips against mine. Then, leaning into my ear she whispers, “Did I mention I’m not wearing any panties?”

      “You’ve been sitting next to me all night in stilettos and no panties?”

      “Mm-hmm.” A sweet smile plays on her lips.

      I inch my fingers up her thigh and under her dress till they are touching her naked slit. “Fuck,” I groan.

      The side of her heel digs into my calf harder. I’m about to pull her onto my lap when the car stops. I forgot how close I live to the restaurant.

      I pull my hand out from under her dress. The bodyguards open the door, and I step out, reach in, and pull her out with me.

      I lead Piper into the lobby, then the elevator, and push the penthouse code. Once we get to the penthouse, I turn to the guards. “You guys go in. We’ll be on the roof.”

      “We should check it first, just to be safe,” Hans replies.

      I sigh. “Okay, but do it quick, please.” I push another code. Piper and I stay in the elevator while the guards sweep the roof.

      Piper tilts her head at me in question. “What are we doing here?”

      I casually say, “The weather is nice and warm. Thought we could hang outside for a bit.”

      “Okay.”

      The guards come back. “All clear.”

      “Great. Go back down to the penthouse. We’ll be down later.”

      They nod and get into the elevator. I guide Piper out with me. The door shuts, and we’re finally alone.

      It’s a beautiful May night. The sky is clear, and there are lights from the buzz of the city as well as the stars.

      Piper points to the sky. “There’s a full moon.”

      I glance up but I have zero interest in the moon. I have other things in mind. I hold her hand and lead her to the other side of the roof.

      “Wow!” Piper exclaims.

      Before I moved in, I had glass installed from the floor and up ten feet, on the entire side of the building that faces Lake Michigan. It’s dark, so you can’t see much of the lake except near the shoreline where there are streetlights, but the rest of the city twinkles everywhere.

      “It’s a pretty incredible view during the day.”

      “Noah, this is amazing.”

      “Next month, my contractors start building the rest of the rooftop out,” I tell her.

      “What are you doing to it?”

      “Pool, hot tub, lounge areas, a garden...the works,” I tell her.

      Piper surveys the roof. “That’s going to be amazing. You did a good job in that area.” She points to the small lounge area that was done earlier this month.

      I step forward and grasp her waist. “I think it’s time we break this roof in,” I growl then greedily smash my lips against hers, parting her lips quickly with my tongue.

      Her arms automatically go around my neck, and I move her backward, one step at a time until she’s in the corner, up against the glass. I’m debating in my mind if I want her dress on or off, and I decide I want it off, so I quickly unzip it from the back and shove it down her shoulder.

      Piper only has on a see-through, push-up bra, stilettos, and jewelry. “You’re so naughty,” I murmur against her, still not believing she sat next to me all night with no panties on. I hungrily kiss her shoulders and cup her butt. Bending down, I shove my tongue on her cleavage then gently bite her already hardened nipple through the flimsy material of her bra.

      A soft moan escapes her mouth, pure heaven to my ears.

      “You’re too sexy,” I mumble as she trembles slightly against me.

      How the hell could any man have ever let her go? There is no woman on earth like Piper Cadence. Smart, sexy, sassy...she’s all of it, and no one on earth comes close to the perfection that I recognize in Piper.

      She shoves my sport coat off me and grabs my shirt, pulling it over my head before consuming my lips with hers. Her warm palms are pressed against my naked back, and her heat is grinding into me. “I’m so happy you’re back,” she whispers against my lips, sending surges of joy through every cell in my body.

      I push my forehead against hers. “I hated being away from you.”

      Piper nods. “I know. I felt lost without you.” There’s an honesty and rawness I haven’t seen in her eyes before, and it reminds me that we’re in a new place.

      She’s mine. Finally. After all the fighting and worries, she’s finally mine. And there’s no going back.

      It’s not planned out. But at this moment, I know my truth. My truth is I love Piper and will never love anyone else. And I want her forever.

      I cup her face in my hands. “Marry me,” I blurt out.

      Her head jerks back a bit. Her beautiful hazel orbs become glassy and she blinks.

      “Noah?” she whispers so quietly I almost don’t hear her.

      “Marry me,” I repeat adamantly, a bit louder than before, as my heart thumps. “I love you. I’m never going to love anyone else. I want you forever. Marry me.”

      She blinks quicker, but a tear slips down her cheek. I brush it away with my thumb, not taking my eyes off hers.

      “Noah—”

      “Don’t overthink it.”

      She smiles. “I’m not. I love you, too. I’m not going to love anyone else, either.”

      “And you want me forever?”

      “Yes, forever,” she whispers.

      “Does that mean you’ll marry me?” I’m holding my breath and feel like my heart is in my neck.

      Another tear falls down her cheek. “Yes,” she breathes, and I exhale and crush my lips into hers, claiming her forever as mine, knowing that she’s all I’ve ever wanted and needed.

      I wrap my arms tightly around her, and she pushes her tongue hungrily in my mouth, wanting me, worshipping me, making me feel like I’m the reason for her entire existence.

      My pants are suffocating my cock, and she has mercy upon it, as she quickly releases my belt, button, and zipper. After she pushes my pants to the ground, I pick her up so her legs wrap around me then I take one more step so she’s right against the glass.

      The lights of the city are all around us, and the crashing of the waves along the shoreline can faintly be heard. Piper rocks her hips and slides down on me, whimpering and already slightly quivering.

      I groan as her wet heat drowns me in a world of bliss that only exists with her. I reach up and release her bra, pushing the straps down each arm while kissing the curve of her neck.

      Pressed against the glass, she pulls me closer and I suck greedily on each of her breasts, as my shaft ripples through the luxurious warmth of her soft, pulsing, sex.

      “Oh,” she moans, digging her nails into my back and pushing the heel of her stiletto into my thigh.

      Emotions, adrenaline, heat...it’s all surging through me. She is going to be my wife.

      My lips find hers again, and she breathes new life into me, moaning, rocking her hips, and sending my nerves into chaos.

      “Noah,” she cries out as I thrust into her quicker, throbbing harder against her spasms.

      “Oh fuck,” I groan as she unleashes her mayhem on my cock, gripping me so tight, I’m not sure how much longer I can last.

      A beautiful O is shaking on her lips, her face is flushed, and her eyes are blinking fast. Her stiletto digs deeper into my thigh, as her arms and nails burrow into my back muscles. “Oh...oh...oh...” she’s crying out between labored breath.

      Our foreheads are pushed together again, and I stroke her hair with both hands. “You’re beautiful,” I tell her and steal a kiss from her trembling lips.

      “Faster...please, Noah,” she begs me, her chest heaving against mine as she grips and releases my cock.

      She pushes me to the edge of ecstasy, the blood in my veins is bubbling, and my balls are tightening with every thrust into her.

      Her body squeaks on the glass, and the lights of the city blur as she screams out my name and shatters, sending a violent tidal wave of adrenaline through every cell of my body.

      I hold her steady, pressed to the glass. Her limbs are clutching me, and we’re both breathing hard. The heel of her stiletto is still digging into my thigh. My face is buried in her neck.

      Slowly, I step back from the glass and carry her over to the outdoor bed a few feet away. I gently lay her down, then lie next to her and pull her into my arms.

      I kiss her forehead, and she tilts her head up at me. “I’m sorry I don’t have a ring for you yet.”

      She softly laughs and bites her lip. “I don’t care about a ring, Noah.”

      I grin at her. “I do. I’m getting you a huge ring.”

      “I don’t need a huge ring.”

      “Oh yes, you do. Every man in the room is going to know you’re taken, and you’re mine.”
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      When I wake up, Noah’s face is resting on his elbow, and he’s grinning at me.

      “What are you smiling at?”

      “This is the first time you’ve stayed here and not left while I was sleeping.” Noah trails his finger over my thigh.

      “I did agree to marry you last night, so I guess you’re going to wake up next to me more often.”

      He asked me to marry him, and I said yes. I didn’t even analyze it. I just said yes. I should be freaking out, but I’m not. I never would have thought I would fall for anyone so quickly, but I have. Noah is the one for me, and I know it in my heart.

      His grin gets bigger, and he leans closer to my lips. “Maybe I should show you how good mornings can be around here.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Early enough.”

      I laugh. “I take more than two minutes to get ready.”

      “It’s only six. And work is only an elevator ride.” He inches his finger to the inside of my thigh. My body stirs, and my legs automatically widen.

      A cocky expression forms on his face and his lips are quickly on mine, while his hand moves into my sex.

      I inhale sharply as he glides his fingers into me.

      Noah laughs softly. “I’m going to make you so hot and wet you’re going to beg me to shower,” he whispers in my ear.

      My insides clutch his fingers, and he swipes his thumb across my clit.

      He is licking my cleavage when my phone rings. He groans.

      “Who’s calling at this hour?” I ask.

      “Just ignore it.” Noah continues frolicking on my chest until the phone goes quiet.

      Within a minute, his phone rings. Noah groans again and rolls off me, grabs the device off the table, and furrows his brows. “Charlotte?”

      I sit up in bed. Why is Charlotte calling? I can hear her voice through the phone but don’t know what she is saying.

      “Calm down, Charlotte. Take a deep breath. I can’t understand you,” Noah says and puts it on speaker.

      “Charlotte? What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Piper,” she cries.

      “Charlotte, what’s wrong?” I repeat as goose bumps pop out on my flesh.

      “There’s so much blood,” she sobs.

      The hairs on my neck stand up, and a cold chill runs through me. “Shh. Breathe, sweetie. Try to calm down so you can tell me what’s happened.”

      “Xander...he...”

      “Xander? What about Xander?” Noah almost shouts out.

      I put my hand on Noah’s arm to try and calm him.

      Charlotte is sobbing again.

      “Charlotte, where are you?”

      “New York.”

      “New York?”

      “I came to surprise Xander for our date,” she manages to get out before she breaks down sobbing again.

      In a very stern voice, Noah says, “Charlotte, where is Xander?”

      “In surgery.”

      “In surgery as in operating on someone?”

      “No. He’s being operated on.”

      Noah stands up. “Charlotte, what’s going on?”

      “So much blood,” she repeats and cries harder.

      “Charlotte, Piper is calling you on her phone now. I’m calling Chase and Jamison.”

      I dial Charlotte.

      “Charlotte, switch the line,” Noah instructs her.

      She answers, and Noah walks into his closet. The next few minutes are chaotic. Charlotte is obviously in shock, and she isn’t able to tell me much. I make her ask the nurse what hospital they are at, and I go into Noah’s closet to tell him. He’s already packing and talking to either Chase or Jamison.

      He hangs up. I go in his closet and wrap my arms around him from behind. “I think Charlotte is in shock. Do you know what’s happening?”

      “Not yet.”

      I turn him around to face me. His face is hardened and cold. “I need to go.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “You can’t. It’s still not safe in New York.”

      “Noah, we have guards. I need to be there for Charlotte.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. And this isn’t work-related, so neither you nor Bennett have a decision in this. I’m going with you. She’s one of my best friends, and I’m not letting you go alone.”

      Noah glances at the ceiling, clenching his jaw.

      I wrap my arms around him again. “Let’s not fight.”

      He sighs and puts his arms around me. “Okay. You’re right.” His phone rings and he answers it. “What did you find out?”

      I step back from him.

      I wait for him to tell me what is going on.

      “Xander and Charlotte were in an accident this morning when he was driving her to the airport. The airbag didn’t go off. He hit his head hard. They are operating now to try and reduce the swelling.” Noah turns away just as tears well up in his eyes.

      I wrap my arms around him as his phone rings again. “Hey,” he quickly answers.

      “She does? Oh my God, I didn’t even think because she called us.”

      My head jerks up at him.

      He runs his hand through his hair. “Shit.” He listens some more. “Okay, I’m on the first flight out of here.” He hangs up and pulls me closer as my gut drops.

      “We’ll be there soon.” He hangs up.

      “What is going on?” I ask.

      “Charlotte is going into surgery now.”

      “What? We just talked to her,” I say in confusion and hit the button to dial her number.

      “Piper.” Noah takes the phone from my hand as it goes to voice mail.

      My insides are shaking. “What? Tell me.”

      “Chase is at the hospital now. He said they just took her back to set her broken bones.”

      “Her broken bones? What bones?” I blink back tears.

      “He doesn’t know. He’s trying to find out.”

      “Noah, we have to go now,” I tell him and start to walk out of the closet to get my suitcase I left in the bedroom.

      Noah grabs me and pulls me into his chest. “Let me go, Noah.”

      He wraps his arms tighter around me and kisses me on the head. “Call the girls, Piper. I’m going to tell Bennett to get his jet ready. They can come with us.”

      I look up at him through tears and nod.

      “Hey. Everything is going to be okay,” he tries to assure me.

      I cry, and he pulls me into his chest. “Shh.”

      “I’m sorry. Xander is probably worse off than Charlotte,” I cry out.

      “Shh.” He holds me tight, stroking my head until I stop crying so hard.

      “Go pack, Piper. I’ll call Quinn and Vivian.”

      Within an hour, Noah, Quinn, Vivian, and I are at the private airport and boarding Bennett’s jet.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to New York, Noah’s driver is waiting on the tarmac for us. It’s about a twenty-minute ride, and no one talks much.

      Once we arrive at the hospital, Noah locates Chase and Jamison. He knows his way around the hospital, and is also familiar with several staff members from his paramedic days.

      I’m trying to appear normal, but I feel like I’m about to have a heart attack. Ever since my botched surgery, I can’t stand hospitals, and this is the first time I’ve forced myself to go in one.

      Noah and Vivian are talking to Chase and Jamison. Xander and Charlotte are both still in surgery.

      Quinn pulls me aside and puts her arm around me. “Piper, you okay?”

      “Mm-hmm.” My chest feels tight and panicky. I take a few deep breaths.

      “Piper, you aren’t okay. Let’s go get some air.”

      I shake my head. We just got here. I can’t bail already. I take a few more deep breaths. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure?” She peers at me.

      “Yes. I’m okay.”

      “If you need to go outside, just let me know, and I’ll go with you.”

      I nod.

      Noah approaches us. “Piper, what’s wrong?”

      I try to smile but my heart races faster. “Nothing.”

      Quinn gives Noah a look. Great.

      “Piper, what’s wrong?” he repeats sternly.

      “Nothing. What is the situation with Xander and Charlotte?”

      Noah searches my eyes. “They are both still in surgery. It sounds like it’ll be at least four hours for Charlotte and two more for Xander.”

      “Why is it so long?” I ask, panicky.

      “It’s normal.”

      “That seems like a really long time.”

      He shakes his head. “Totally normal.”

      Chase walks up to us. “I think we should all go get some coffee.”

      “Good idea.” Noah scans my eyes again. He puts his arm around me. “Piper, you’re shaking.”

      I squirm out of his arms. “No, I’m not. I’m fine. Let’s go get coffee.” I go over to where Jamison and Vivian are standing, trying to breathe as my chest continues to tighten.

      Why is the air so thick in here?

      Vivian squints at me. “Piper, you okay?”

      I nod. “Coffee?”

      Jamison scans my face. “Piper, you want to go get some air? Your face is really red.”

      I lie. “I just need coffee.”

      Noah, Quinn, and Chase are standing next to us, and suddenly, I feel as if everyone is staring at me.

      “Let’s go to the coffee shop across the street. They aren’t going to be out of surgery for a while,” Jamison suggests then looks at Noah.

      Two male doctors with gray beards walk down the hall toward us, and my panic increases. My heart is thumping harder, my chest is getting tighter, and suddenly, I’m dizzy.

      Noah grabs me. “Piper, tell me what’s happening right now.”

      “She needs to get out of here,” Quinn declares. I turn to her, but it feels like slow motion.

      The doctors come closer, and my throat goes dry. I start to lean.

      Noah picks me up, and carries me down the hall and outside the hospital. When the air hits my lungs, I take a big gulp of it and realize I’m panting. The rest of our friends all followed us and everyone is staring at me.

      “Put me down, Noah.”

      Noah reluctantly obeys but doesn’t let go of me. “Piper, what just happened.”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “Stop telling me nothing,” he barks.

      I don’t want to get into this with everyone around. “I’m fine. Let’s go get coffee.”

      “Damn it, Piper. You’re going to be my wife. Tell me what the fuck just happened.”

      “Wife?” Quinn cries out, right as Vivian shrieks, “What?”

      Chase and Jamison both have their eyebrows raised at Noah.

      Noah and I glare at each other.

      After a few minutes pass, Chase says, “Let’s go get coffee. You two come join us when you’re ready.”

      Quinn and Vivian are giving me a “what the fuck” expression, and the guys steer them off to the coffee shop.

      Noah puts his hand on my back and leads me over to a bench. We sit down, and our guards stay close by but give us privacy. “What’s going on, Piper?”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t prepared. It won’t happen again.”

      “What do you mean you weren’t prepared?”

      “I don’t do hospitals since...since...” I exhale and turn away.

      Noah scoots closer. “Ah. I understand.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that would happen. The air felt thick, and I couldn’t breathe.”

      “It hasn’t happened before?”

      I swallow hard. “I haven’t been in a hospital since my surgery. I saw those doctors with the gray beards, and they reminded me of him...”

      “The doctor who did your surgery?”

      “Yes.”

      Noah pulls me closer. “You’ve not had a panic attack before?”

      “No. That’s your gig,” I try to joke.

      Noah sighs. “It’s not fun, is it?”

      “No,” I admit quietly.

      “What did it feel like?”

      “My chest felt tight, and I couldn’t breathe. I felt dizzy, and my heart was racing.”

      Noah rubs my arm and nods.

      “Is that what yours feel like?”

      “Mostly. I don’t usually get dizzy, but I have before.”

      “When did you start getting your panic attacks?”

      His leg bobs and he taps his fingers on his thigh. “After my parents died. I was trying to finish up high school, was worried about Nathan, and had to deal with the insurance claims and other financial stuff.”

      “And?” I look at him, knowing there is more.

      “And I was sad and scared, but I never cried or let myself feel anything because I told myself I had to be strong for Nathan.”

      I put my hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry you went through that.”

      Noah pulls me closer to him. “It’s not good to hold things in, Piper. You’ll end up having a nervous breakdown.”

      I open my mouth to speak but then shut it, not sure if I should.

      Noah shifts on the bench. “Whatever you want to ask me, ask.”

      “I don’t want to pry or make you feel bad.”

      “Piper, you’re going to be my wife.”

      I smile. “You seem to like reminding me about that.”

      He nods. “Because you’re all I want. And I’ll keep reminding you if I have to.” He gives me a quick kiss. “Now ask me what you want to know.”

      I squeeze his hand. “Why did Bennett have you go to a facility? You said you were spinning out, but what does that mean?”

      “When Bennett came to town, I hardly slept in over a month. Nixon had called him. Kramer hijacked my deal, and I lost it. I couldn’t speak a coherent sentence or stay still. I was a jittery, blubbering crazy man.”

      I try to imagine Noah like that, but I can’t.

      “I could have checked out after a week, but Bennett wanted me to stay and work on my issues. The deal was if I stayed a month and tapped into the therapy, then he would help me take Kramer down. So I stayed. And I’m glad I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I learned to grieve, as well as some breathing techniques that can help me when I have anxiety.”

      “Do you know when it’s going to come up?”

      Noah pushes the hair off my face then strokes my hair. “No, but now it only seems to come when it’s about Nathan and this deal.”

      I lean in and kiss him. “Thank you for telling me.”

      He cups my face in his hands. “Piper, don’t hide from me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You did. If something is wrong, you have to let me in.”

      I bite my lip. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “If we go back in there and it’s too much, you have to tell me. Promise me.”

      “Okay, Noah. I promise.”

      He kisses me. “Should we go to the coffee shop now?”

      “Yes. We definitely have some questions to answer.”

      Noah takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry I outed us like that. I’m sure you didn’t want them finding out that way.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay. I outed us to the office. You outed us to our friends. We’re even.”

      Noah laughs softly. “I rather enjoyed how you outed us to the office.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He kisses me then stands up and pulls me off the bench. “Come on, time to face the music.”
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      Noah

      

      When Piper and I arrive at the coffee shop, everyone stops talking. Quinn and Vivian are giving Piper the evil eye, and Chase and Jamison seem a bit amused.

      I pull out a chair for Piper. We sit down, and I put my arm around her.

      “Well?” Quinn says.

      Piper has her, “where do we start” expression on her face. I grin at our friends. “So, Piper and I are getting married.”

      “And you couldn’t tell your best friends this?” Vivian gives Piper another stare down.

      “I only asked her a few hours ago. I haven’t even bought her a ring yet.”

      “You didn’t buy her a ring?” Quinn glares at me.

      “Quinn! Behave!” Piper tells her.

      Chase clears his throat. “Why didn’t you get her a ring?”

      “Thank you,” Vivian says to Chase. He winks at her.

      I’m going to have to talk with him about not messing around with Vivian. Piper will kill me if he does.

      To turn the tables, I’m about to ask him what that wink was all about, but before I can, Piper cries out, “You’re all supposed to be happy for us. Not angry.”

      Quinn jumps up and hugs her. “I’m sorry, I just wish you would have told me. We are happy for you.” She pulls back and frowns at me. “You are going to get her a ring, right?”

      I laugh. “Yeah. I’m going to get her a beautiful, expensive, massive ring. You don’t need to worry about that.” And I’m not joking because I am. Piper’s going to have the most amazing ring on earth if I have anything to do with it.

      “I told you I don’t need that,” Piper insists.

      She’s serious. I know she is and I love her even more because she doesn’t care about the ring. But I do. “And I told you why I do.” I lick my lips at her and wink.

      Piper laughs softly, and everyone once again stares at us, waiting for us to fill them in, but we don’t.

      “So, how did this happen?” Jamison asks.

      Piper and I exchange another look. I tighten my arm around her and kiss the top of her head. “I asked her, that’s how it happened.”

      “We kind of need details,” Vivian demands.

      Piper has a big smile on her face. “Noah asked me. I said yes.”

      “That’s it? You two aren’t going to tell us anything else?” Quinn has her hands in the air.

      “What else is there to tell? We’re in love. We’re getting married.” I grin.

      “When? Where?” Vivian questions.

      Piper laughs. “We only got engaged last night. We’ll let you know when we figure it out.”

      Chase says, “Yeah, well, make sure you do.”

      I change the subject. “Any word on Charlotte or Xander?”

      The atmosphere shifts. Jamison speaks up. “Nancy said she would text me once either of them are out of surgery. She also said it was Charlotte’s foot they are operating on.”

      I tap my fingers on the table. The conversation is dead for a few moments. My mind shifts to Xander, lying on a steel table in surgery, and I shudder. Piper leans closer to me and I kiss her head again.

      Xander is my best friend. We’ve been through everything together. I don’t know the extent of his injuries, and until he’s out of surgery, I’m not going to know much.

      And I know Piper is nervous about Charlotte.

      “Do you think Charlotte will be able to work with her foot?” Piper asks.

      “She will probably need to be off it for a few months, but I’m sure they can give her a walking cast,” Jamison answers right as his phone buzzes.

      We all anxiously wait to hear what the news is.

      “Xander’s out of surgery.” He exchanges a look with Chase and me. I should feel relieved he’s out of surgery, but the pit in my stomach grows. Brain injuries aren’t black and white and until I see my friend, I’m not going to feel much relief.

      We all stand up to leave. Piper clasps my hand and we are across the street when I ask her, “Are you going to be okay, going back in?”

      She takes a deep breath and nods. “I’ll be okay.”

      I stop moving and turn to face her. “If you need to leave, tell me.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      I pull her in my arms and kiss her head. It scared me when she had her attack. I’ve seen a lot from my paramedic days, and I know from firsthand experience how panic attacks feel, but I hope Piper doesn’t have them anymore.

      She pulls back and clasps my hand. “Come on, Noah. We need to find out what’s going on with Xander.”

      Xander. My insides flip again. Brain injuries are serious. Until I get all the details, all I can do is pray that he’s going to be okay.

      We quickly get inside the hospital. Piper is taking deep breaths but seems to be doing okay. I put my arm around her, and she smiles at me, melting my heart even through all this chaos.

      Dr. Arnold comes out. Jamison, Chase, and I all know him, and he’s a pretty straight shooter.

      “How bad is it?” I ask, my pulse increasing.

      Dr. Arnold scrunches his face. “He hit his head hard on the steering wheel. We drilled a hole in his head to relieve the pressure, but his brain is pretty swollen. We have him in an induced coma right now in the ICU, but he is stable.”

      “Can we see him?” Chase asks.

      The doctor shakes his head. “Not right now. Maybe tomorrow.” He turns and leaves.

      Chase, Jamison, and I look at each other. “Have Xander’s parents been called?” I ask.

      Chase frowns. “They are out of the country. We don’t know how to get ahold of them right now. Their phones are going to voice mail.”

      I let out a sigh. “Great.” I turn to the girls. “Hey, what about Charlotte’s parents? Have they been notified?”

      “She doesn’t have any parents,” Piper says quietly.

      My heart sinks for her because I know what that is like. But I assume they died when she was a little older, like mine did, and don’t expect what Quinn reveals next.

      “She grew up in an orphanage.”

      “No one adopted her?” Jamison directs to Quinn.

      Quinn blinks and shakes her head.

      Jamison and Quinn exchange a glance that I can’t quite decipher and don’t have time to because another doctor comes out.

      “Chase?” the doctor asks.

      Chase approaches her. “Hey, Dr. Kelmer. How’s Charlotte doing?”

      “We got done a lot quicker than we thought. She’s in recovery right now and should do well. She’s pretty drugged up and will probably want to sleep the rest of the day, but you can go visit her before she falls back asleep.”

      The doctor leaves, and we make our way to Charlotte’s room. The others go in, but Piper stops.

      “You all right?”

      “Noah, Charlotte’s going to need help. She doesn’t have anyone except Quinn, Vivian, and me.” Piper bites down on her lip.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of her. She can stay with us if necessary. Whatever she needs, okay?”

      “Really? You would be okay with her staying with us?” Piper asks.

      I tilt my head at her. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? Your friends are always welcome. I know how much they mean to you.”

      She hugs me. “Thanks.”

      “You don’t need to thank me, Piper. And I know we haven’t talked about it, and if you want to do something different, then tell me, but are you okay if we live in my place?”

      Piper laughs quietly.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Your place is awesome. I don’t have any issues with that.”

      I let out a breath. Why I’m nervous suddenly, I don’t know, but I am. “Good. Then if it’s going to be our home, you need to think of it like that.”

      She bites her lip and sweetly smiles at me.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      She wraps her arms around me and tilts her head up. “I love you, Noah.”

      Once again, I forget we’re standing in a hospital, with both our friends in bad shape, because all I can think is how Piper is mine and I’m the luckiest man on earth. “I love you,” I murmur on her lips, and I know that the only woman I was ever meant for is her. Slowly, all the holes in my heart that have hurt so badly over the years are starting to hurt less. I only hope that I can fill the holes in her heart with my love for her as much as she is filling in mine.

      She pulls me out of my trance and strokes my cheek. “We better go in.”

      I put my arm around her shoulder and guide her into the room.

      Charlotte is awake, but her eyes are glassy from all the medication she’s on. Her foot is in traction with a big boot around it. The room is small.

      Quinn’s hands are trembling. She leans over and hugs Charlotte. “I’m going to step out now. You get some rest, and I’ll be back.” As she leaves the room, she’s blinking back tears, and Jamison follows her. I catch his eye as he leaves, and it’s clear, he likes Quinn.

      Piper gives Charlotte a big hug and tears fall on the pillow. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize when you called you were hurt, too.”

      Charlotte cries, too. “Is Xander...”

      “He’s out of surgery. He’s going to be okay,” I tell her.

      Chase shifts and I know he’s thinking the same thing I am. We don’t know if he’s out of the woods yet.

      Vivian is on the other side of the bed. She rubs Charlotte’s hair. “Close your eyes, sweetie. The doctor wants you to rest. Just get some sleep.”

      “I need to see Xander,” Charlotte cries.

      “He’s asleep, too. He will be all day and night. No one can visit him right now. Just close your eyes,” Piper tells her, but Charlotte cries harder.

      “Shh,” Piper and Vivian are both telling her.

      Chase and I are both blinking back tears. I motion to Chase, and we each grab one of the two chairs from against the wall. I put mine behind Piper, and he puts his behind Vivian.

      There’s no way the girls are going to be leaving anytime soon. When Charlotte calms down a bit, I put my hand on Piper’s back. “Chase and I are going to step out into the lobby. Get some rest, Charlotte.”

      When we exit the room, Jamison is holding Quinn in his arms and he’s stroking her head.

      Chase and I walk down the hall to the lobby. When we get there, Chase cautiously glances at me.

      I’ve seen that stare before. I know that the next thing out of his mouth I’m not going to like but will be true.

      “This is fucked-up.”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      “Xander is in bad shape.”

      “I know.”

      “He might not be able to perform surgery again. If he has any long-term brain issues...”

      I let out a big sigh and gaze up at the ceiling. “Let’s just see what happens.”

      Chase shifts on his feet. “Okay. How long are you staying in town?”

      “I’m not leaving till I know what the hell is going on with Xander, and I know Piper isn’t leaving without Charlotte.”

      “What’s that all about?” Chase points to the bodyguards.

      Shit. I forgot about them.

      “Kramer Sampson had Piper and I followed last time we were in town.”

      Chase’s head snaps over at me. “Why?”

      “I can’t get into it.”

      Chase scowls at me. “Noah, you know Kramer Sampson isn’t someone to be messed with.”

      “Preaching to the choir, Chase.”

      “Noah—”

      I cut him off. “Don’t worry. Everything is fine.”

      He points to the guards. “That isn’t fine, Noah.”

      “Chase, everything is under control.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Where are you staying?”

      “I got notice Monday that the buyers backed out of my penthouse. I’m taking it off the market until we know what’s going on. I’ll stay there with the girls.”

      “Is that safe for them?”

      I sigh. I can’t be mad at Chase. He’s trying to protect them. “Yes, but I’ll call in more security, so everyone is covered while they are here.”

      “You sure it’s smart to put Vivian and Quinn into whatever it is you’re doing? Guards or no guards, doesn’t hanging with you at your place with guards make them a target?”

      I press the back of my palms over my forehead. “I don’t know. I would hope not.”

      “The girls are coming with us, then.”

      “Us?”

      “Jamison is staying at my place until his remodel is done.”

      “The girls are going with you?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yes. They don’t need to be pulled into whatever it is you’re doing. Piper is in it, but Vivian and Quinn don’t need to become a target.”

      “Is that what you think I want? Piper or anyone else a target?” I bark.

      Chase shakes his head. “Of course not. But it’s not a smart idea to even take a chance with them, and you know it. Kramer Sampson is fire, and Vivian and Quinn don’t need to get caught up in it.”

      I can’t argue with him. “You’re right. I can get them a hotel room though.”

      “Not necessary. They can stay at my place. We have plenty of room and can make sure no one is following them just in case you already put them in danger.”

      “Plenty of room, huh?” I raise my eyebrow at him.

      His face flushes a bit. “I’m going to ignore you now.”

      I chuckle a bit. “Xander said Piper and her friends were the epitome of beautiful people.”

      Chase winks. “I think Xander nailed that one.”

      In a stern voice, I warn him, “Do not mess with either of them or there will be hell to pay from Piper.”

      He holds his hands in the air. “We won’t. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of them while they are here.”

      I point to him. “You especially better be on your best behavior.”

      “I got it.”

      “Good. Don’t make me regret listening to you.”

      “You won’t,” he insists, but my gut is saying that maybe this really isn’t a good idea.
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      Piper

      

      It’s been a few days. Charlotte is still recovering, and Xander is going to wake up from his medically induced coma today.

      Noah and I have been staying at his penthouse. I didn’t realize he still had a place in New York, but he told me it was on the market and supposed to close, but the sale fell through, and that’s why we stayed at a hotel last time.

      The girls have been staying with Chase and Jamison. Vivian, Quinn, and I have spent the last few days in Charlotte’s room during visiting hours.

      Charlotte is in a lot of pain, on painkillers, and also keeps asking to visit Xander. We keep telling her that no one has been able to, and every time we do, she cries.

      It’s not the truth. Noah was the only one allowed to see him, but we don’t tell Charlotte. Telling her isn’t going to make her feel better, so we all make a pact and stick with the story.

      Noah has a meeting with Eric Tremblor tomorrow to tell him our idea of creating a diabetes co-op. He’s scheduled to meet him outside of New York in a warehouse Eric owns.

      We’re in the bathroom, getting ready. Noah is shaving, and I’m putting on my makeup. He’s just told me his plans. “That sounds mobbish creepy to me.”

      Noah chuckles. “Welcome to New York.”

      “I’m only half joking. Are you sure you can trust this guy? What if it’s a setup?”

      “Don’t worry. It’s not. I’ll have my guards with me, so if it is, which it’s not, I’ll be fine.”

      I bite my lip.

      “Stop worrying. It’s fine.” With one last stroke of his razor, he finishes then wipes his face with his towel. He leans over and kisses me, wrapping me into our world, a place I never knew could exist before Noah.

      When he pulls back, I tell him, “I like it here.”

      “In New York?”

      “Yes. I love your penthouse, too. I’m kind of sad you have to sell it.”

      “I don’t have to sell it.”

      I jerk my head at him. “Then why were you? It’s amazing!”

      He shrugs. “Seemed a waste just for me, but if you like it, we can keep it and come here more often.”

      “Really?”

      He laughs. “Yep.”

      The more time I spend in New York, the more I understand why Noah loves it.

      Noah’s peering at me with his head tilted. “What’s going through your mind right now?”

      “I was thinking that I could imagine living here.”

      “You would move?”

      “With you.” I wink at him.

      “You would?”

      “Yeah, why are you so surprised?”

      “I don’t know. I figured you were attached to Chicago.”

      I shrug. “But why does Bennett require you to be in Chicago? New York has always been where the majority of the M&A and Investment Capital action is at.”

      Noah taps his fingers on his thigh. “It was part of the deal. I think he wanted to watch over me because of my breakdown.”

      “It’s not for business purposes?”

      Noah doesn’t speak for a minute. “Probably not, but I promised Bennett I would be in Chicago.”

      Maybe I can change Bennett’s mind? I’m not 100 percent sure I want to move. I would miss the girls and people at work, but Noah thrives here, and I do see the attraction. “Maybe we could work in both places. Go back and forth a bit?”

      Noah laughs. “New York getting into your blood?”

      “Maybe. I want you to be happy, and I know you’re happy here.”

      “Piper, I’m happy where you are.”

      I stand and put my arms around him. “I’m happy where you are.”

      “Good.” He gives me a quick peck. “We need to get going. I don’t want to miss Xander when he wakes up.”

      “All right, I’m ready.”

      It’s about a fifteen-minute car ride from Noah’s penthouse to the hospital. When we get there, I remind myself to breathe. Being in the hospital is getting more manageable, but I still get a panicky feeling every time I arrive.

      Quinn, Vivian, Jamison, and Chase are already there. We’re about an hour before visiting hours start, so we can’t see Charlotte yet. Jamison is sitting on the couch with his arm behind Quinn. Something is going on with them, but Quinn hasn’t confessed anything. I have suspicions about Chase and Vivian as well, but she claims they are just friends.

      “The doctor just left. They have taken Xander off all the medications. Now we have to wait,” Jamison tells us.

      Noah taps his fingers on his thigh.

      “How long does it normally take for someone to wake up?” I ask.

      “It could be a while. Xander’s been induced a few days, and he has a brain injury, so it could be today or a different day,” Chase answers.

      “What did the doctor—”

      “Noah?” A man with silver-streaked black hair approaches us.

      “Eric, what are you doing here?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      Noah motions between all of us. “Two of our friends were in an accident a few days ago, and they are here.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry to hear that. I hope they are going to be okay.”

      Noah nods. “Thank you. We hope.”

      “I just got done with a meeting. You have a minute?”

      Noah stands up. “Sure.”

      Eric and Noah move to the corner and talk in hushed voices.

      Chase turns to me. “Who is that?”

      I shrug.

      Chase squints at me. “You don’t know, or you don’t want to say?”

      “I haven’t met him before,” I tell Chase, which isn’t a lie.

      He raises his eyebrow at me as if he knows I know more.

      Noah comes back over. “I’m going to go talk further with Eric. Can you call me if Xander wakes up?”

      “Sure,” I reply.

      “Who is that?” Chase asks.

      Noah scans his eyes. “Someone good.”

      Chase nods slightly and gives Noah a look I can’t read.

      Noah kisses the top of my head. “I’ll be back soon.” Eric has already left, and Noah follows.

      “What aren’t you telling us?” Vivian asks me.

      I stick to the same story. “I’ve never met that man before. It’s Noah’s business, not mine.”

      “You sure about that?” Quinn asks.

      I jerk my head at her. “What does that mean?”

      “What it means is that you have bodyguards following you, and our safety might have been in jeopardy if we stayed with you at Noah’s. What has he gotten you involved in, Piper?”

      Anger flashes in me, and my face heats. Everyone is staring at me, waiting for me to tell them what Noah is up to. But I won’t. I’m not going to betray Noah’s trust or put Noah or them in any possible danger. “Noah hasn’t gotten me involved in anything. I told you we were followed in New York, and it’s just a precautionary measure.”

      “Yeah, because Noah pissed off Kramer Sampson,” Chase mutters.

      I glare at him.

      “Kramer Sampson? From the drug company?” Jamison furrows his brows.

      “You shouldn’t talk about things you don’t know about,” I hurl at Chase.

      “Noah told me,” Chase informs me.

      “And you think it’s okay to throw it around in a public place?” I sneer at him.

      “We’re all friends. I’m not out to hurt you or Noah, Piper,” Chase insists.

      “What exactly does Kramer Sampson want with Noah?” Jamison gently asks.

      I shake my head and shoot more daggers at Chase. “Why don’t you ask Chase? He seems to have all the answers.” I stand up.

      “That’s the problem, Piper. I don’t. Kramer almost ruined Noah once before. If he’s somehow involved with him again—”

      “He’s not.”

      “What do you mean, he almost ruined Noah once?” Vivian asks Chase.

      My blood is boiling, and I scowl at Chase in disgust. “I think you’ve disclosed enough of Noah’s business for the day, don’t you?”

      “Piper, are you in danger?” Quinn asks.

      I turn to her. “No.”

      Chase grunts.

      “Piper—” Quinn starts.

      “Enough. I’m not talking about Noah’s private business or anything to do with that man. If you have something on your mind, don’t sit here and talk to me about it, Chase. You talk to Noah.” I point at him.

      He puts his hands in the air. “Okay.”

      I turn and walk away. The bodyguards follow me. I go straight outside. I need air.

      Jamison catches up to me. “Piper.”

      I turn and sigh. “You, too?”

      “Can we talk privately for a minute?” He glances at the guards.

      I motion for them to leave us, and we sit on the same bench Noah and I sat on the day we arrived.

      “Chase doesn’t mean any harm.”

      I roll my eyes. “You could have fooled me.”

      He laughs softly. “He’s worried about Noah, that’s all.”

      “He has a funny way of showing it, disclosing his business like that.”

      “So it’s true?”

      “What?”

      “Kramer Sampson is coming after Noah?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      Jamison pauses for a minute. “Piper, do you know about last year?”

      “About Noah’s breakdown?”

      He nods. “Yes.”

      “Do you know why Kramer hijacked his deal?”

      I nod. “He’s told me everything.”

      “He’s never told Chase and me.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me, the way Chase openly talks about his business.”

      Jamison sighs. “He wouldn’t have if there was anyone else around. He only did because it’s a trusted circle.”

      “Not that trusted if he didn’t tell you.”

      Jamison’s face falls and I can tell I hurt him.

      I let out a big breath. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t nice or true. Noah is holding back to protect you. You don’t want or need to know.”

      “But you do?”

      “He didn’t want me involved, either. Bennett insisted and realizes now he made a mistake not listening to Noah.”

      Jamison runs his hand through his hair. “Piper, if Noah is in some trouble and needs help, Chase and I will do whatever we can.”

      I smile at him. “That’s good to know, but no one can help him. He’s on a mission, and until he gets what he wants, he isn’t going to stop. And as much as I hate it, I love him more for it.”

      Jamison nods. “That would be Noah.”

      “Definition of Noah.”

      “True. But promise me if there is something we can do, that you’ll tell me. Even if Noah doesn’t want us involved?” Jamison pleads.

      After I think about it a few minutes, I promise Jamison. I don’t know what they could do to help, but I know they are his friends and care about him. “Can you tell Chase to shut his mouth though?”

      Jamison laughs. “Yep. Consider it done.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And, Piper?”

      “I’m happy Noah finally found you.”

      I smile at him. “I’m glad I finally found Noah.”
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      Noah

      

      Eric and I decide that now is as good a time as ever to meet and probably even safer than our original plan, so we find an empty patient room, shut the door, and sit down in the guest chairs.

      “We want to start a diabetes co-op.”

      He tilts his head at me. “A diabetes co-op?”

      “Yes. Members pay an annual fee of one dollar. They can’t use insurance, so it avoids the political issues. To get their insulin, they need a prescription and to be a member.”

      Eric whistles.

      My pulse is beating against my veins, and I wait for him to talk.

      “That’s an incredible idea.”

      I proudly smile at him. “I can’t take the credit for it. My fiancée Piper came up with it.”

      “That beautiful girl with the curly hair who was sitting next to you is your fiancée?”

      I beam at him. “Yes.”

      “Brains and beauty?”

      “I can’t decide if I love her brains or her beauty more.”

      He chuckles. “You did good.”

      I nod. “Thank you. I happen to agree with you.”

      Eric sits back in his chair with his hands clasped, tapping his thumbs together. “Who’s going to run the co-op?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. Piper’s friend in Chicago runs a nonprofit that oversees co-ops, and we could have her work with her contacts in other cities who run similar nonprofits.”

      “That sounds interesting.”

      “Yes. We ran into her at dinner. It’s how Piper came up with the idea.”

      “Hmm.” Eric scratches his cheek. “If the members own the co-op, then Kramer has no one to come after. The only person he could link this to is me.”

      I jerk my head at him. “I’m not looking for you to put your head on Kramer’s platter.”

      He leans closer to me. “Son, I’ve been in this game for a long time. My sources are all hidden, but if he does come after me, I’ll deal with it. I’m approaching seventy. My companies are set in trusts, and I can make sure they are secured, so if anything does happen to me, he can’t change anything.”

      “Eric—”

      He cuts me off. “Noah, I’ve been thinking a lot since we last spoke. My entire life, I’ve wanted to make a difference with my company. Every step of the way, I’ve been railroaded somehow. This is probably my last chance to do something for good. I never discovered the cure for my mother’s illness, but this will help more people than I ever could have even if I had discovered the cure for her illness.”

      “But—”

      He cuts me off again. “I bought these rights and processes over the years and hid them. I never knew why, but my gut told me to. This is it.”

      A chill runs through me as he speaks. I know how huge this is, and I understand his desire to make a difference. “You sure you want this on your back?”

      The line between his eyebrows deepens. “Yes. And don’t think twice about it. You’re young, and you have a beautiful woman out there. Your life is in front of you. Just continue to be the good man you are. Connect me with the lady who runs the nonprofit, and leave the rest to me.”

      Surely it can’t be this easy? “You’re going to take care of everything? You don’t want me doing anything?”

      He nods. “That’s correct. You already have. Give me your contact’s name, steer clear of this, and let me do what I know how to do.”

      “That easy, huh?”

      Eric smiles at me. “Yes.”

      I try to give him an out again. “You sure you want this on your head?”

      He taps his fingers together. “I’ve waited years to take down Kramer Sampson. The best part is he isn’t going to know what hit him.”

      I pull out my wallet and hand him Dawn’s card. “This is the woman from the nonprofit you should contact.”

      He grabs it, as well as my hand, and holds onto it. Our eyes lock. “From this point forward, you have nothing to do with this. You are out of this mess. If I get any whiff you’re anywhere near it, I’m shutting it down. You understand?”

      I grapple with myself. “This has been my baby...my obsession...for over twelve years. Taking a step back is not going to be easy.”

      “Noah, this isn’t a request. You step back, or I’m out.”

      This is for the greater good. Time to hand the reins over.

      I take several deep breaths. “You got a deal. I’ll step back.”
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        * * *

      

      When I get back to the waiting room, Piper and Jamison are gone. “Where are Piper and Jamison?”

      Quinn shifts uncomfortably and looks at Chase. Vivian stares at the floor.

      My gut flips. “What’s going on?”

      Chase’s expression tells me I’m not going to like what I’m about to hear.

      “What?” I ask him, almost angry already.

      He clears his throat. “I might have questioned her about your involvement with Kramer.”

      My heart beats faster, and I scowl at him. “You did what?”

      “I’m only worried about you and her safety,” Chase defends himself.

      I take a deep breath. I know Chase doesn’t mean any harm, and he’s worried, but he shouldn’t be speaking Kramer’s name. “I’m only going to tell you this one time. There is nothing to worry about anymore. So stop worrying and don’t ever mention his name again.”

      Chase releases a big breath. “Okay, Noah.”

      “Did you put Piper in danger?” Quinn shoots daggers at me.

      Oh fuck. I seriously don’t need to be dealing with this today.

      I run my hand through my hair. “She’s not in any danger.”

      “You have bodyguards watching over her.”

      “Yep. She’s not in any danger. We have it covered, and it’s just me being overly cautious.”

      Vivian snorts. “Overly cautious, but she’s not in danger, huh?”

      “You all—”

      “Need to stop questioning, Noah,” Piper cuts in.

      I turn around, and she’s standing with her arms folded. I give her a tiny smile. But I don’t want her mad at her friends. “They aren’t doing anything wrong. They only care about you. But I’m trying to explain to everyone that there is nothing to worry about now or going forward.”

      Piper tilts her head. “No?”

      I grin. “No. All is good.”

      “Really?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      Piper comes over and curls into my chest. I kiss the top of her head.

      “So there was something,” Quinn points out.

      “Quinn.” Jamison puts his hand on her arm and shakes his head. She takes a deep breath but doesn’t continue prying.

      I know Piper has questions, but I’m not going to talk to her about anything until we are alone. She doesn’t even ask. She knows me well enough. I wink at her and kiss her on the lips.

      “Chase.” A pretty nurse I’ve never met, with blonde hair and blue eyes, is standing in the doorway, smiling big.

      Chase stands up and grins back. “Hey, Carly.”

      She touches his arm. “Your friend is awake.”

      He puts his free hand on the side of her shoulder. “That’s great. Thank you for letting me know.”

      “Sure.” She still has her hand on his arm and is giving him a puppy dog stare.

      Vivian shifts in her seat. Then she taps her foot on the floor. Quinn is also staring at Vivian, and I realize that it would be interesting to know what’s been going on at Chase’s house these past few days.

      “Can we go see him?” Jamison asks, breaking Carly’s spell on Chase.

      She holds up two fingers. “Two people at a time is the maximum.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Carly.” Chase winks at her.

      She gives him one admiring glance then smiles and walks away.

      I raise an eyebrow at him.

      “What?” he asks me.

      I raise my brow higher.

      “We’re just friends. Don’t get any ideas,” Chase adamantly states.

      “Does she know that?” I’m only half teasing. Out of the four of us guys, Chase is the biggest playboy. Before Piper, I probably was second, but ever since I met Piper, I don’t have any interest in anyone but her.

      Chase ignores my comment and gives me a small scowl then turns toward Jamison and points. “You and Noah go first.”

      Jamison nods. “All right.”

      Piper kisses me quickly on the lips. “I think it’s visiting hours. We’ll go spend some time with Charlotte. Come get me when you’re done, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Quinn walks over to Piper. Vivian stands up and goes out of her way to avoid Chase. The girls leave.

      I point at both Jamison and Chase. “What’s up with you two and the girls?”

      Neither answer me.

      “Well?”

      Jamison shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “You like Quinn?”

      “Yeah, I like her. But she lives in Chicago.”

      I can understand that. I turn toward Chase. “And you like Vivian?”

      He holds his hands out in the air. “She’s cool.”

      I know what that means. “Okay, well, make sure you don’t break their hearts or Piper will end up hating you two.”

      Chase rolls his eyes. Jamison nods. I snap at Chase, “Hey, man, I’m serious. I even warned you several days ago.”

      He holds his hands out. “I haven’t done anything. Chill out.”

      “Yeah, well, I know how you are.”

      He smirks at me. “Spoken from the king of ass himself.”

      I grin. “Yeah, but this king of ass is off his throne. I know when I have a good thing.”

      Chase chuckles. “Fair enough. But get your ass into Xander’s room so I can go visit him when you’re done.”
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        * * *

      

      Xander is sitting up in bed when Jamison and I enter. He has a bandage over his head, but a big grin forms on his face when he sees us.

      “It’s about time you woke up,” I tease him.

      He laughs. “I guess I needed a break from all those hours we’re putting in.”

      “You have worked hard,” Jamison agrees.

      “Max is probably ready to cut me, huh?” Xander asks.

      Max? Jamison and I glance at each other. Max is our old boss from when we were all paramedics together in our early twenties.

      “Funny,” Jamison says.

      “Don’t tell me a car accident suddenly gave him a heart?” Xander continues.

      Jamison and I exchange looks again.

      “He’s still heartless,” Jamison tells him.

      “No surprise there. So is my Tahoe destroyed, or can it be fixed?” Xander’s face scrunches slightly.

      His Tahoe? He hasn’t had that since we were in our twenties, either.

      I step closer to him. “You’re going to need a new vehicle. It’s destroyed.”

      “Fuck.”

      I step closer to him.

      “So, where’s Billie?”

      Billie? His old girlfriend?

      Jamison’s face falls. “They would only let two of us in. Chase is dying to see you. Let me switch out, and I’ll be back later.”

      “Okay, man.”

      Jamison raises his brow at me on the way out.

      “So, is Billie okay?” Xander’s face scrunches.

      “Xander, how old am I?”

      “You can’t remember?”

      I snort. “Just humor me.”

      “Twenty-two.”

      My gut sinks.

      “What?” he asks me.

      I pat his arm. “Happy you’re awake, man. I’ve been worried about you.”

      He sits up straighter. “Why aren’t you telling me where Billie is? Is she hurt worse than they told me?”

      “Who told you Billie was hurt? She wasn’t hurt,” I tell him.

      “The nurse mentioned my girlfriend was in the car, and her foot was hurt, but that she is okay. So, she wasn’t in the car?” He scrunches his face.

      Any thought that maybe Xander is pulling my leg is gone. He seems to have lost his memory of the last twelve years.

      “She wasn’t in the car,” I assure him.

      He lets out a breath. “Thank God.”

      I nod.

      He quickly asks, “Why isn’t she here?”

      “I think we need to talk to the doctor,” I calmly state.

      Xander’s eyes widen. “Noah, what’s going on?”

      My heart is beating in my throat right now, but I don’t want to upset Xander or freak him out. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “Noah?” He swings his legs over the bed, stands, and touches the bandage on his head. “Fuck!”

      “Slow down,” I tell him and hold his elbow while he balances himself on my arm.

      His face crumples in pain and his eyes are closed tightly for a moment, but when he opens them he grasps my arm. “Noah, tell me what the fuck is happening right now.”

      I should wait for the doctor, but I also know if I were in his position, I would want him to tell me. “I think you’re having some memory problems.”

      His moves his head too fast again and grabs it with both hands. “What are you talking about?”

      “Sit back on the bed. Just take a breather.” I sit down and pat the set next to me.

      He sits and turns. “Noah? What does that mean?”

      I swallow hard. My pulse races. “We aren’t twenty-two.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Xander, we aren’t.”

      “No?”

      I tap my fingers on my thigh. “No.”

      He tilts his head at me. “How old are we?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      He laughs. “Nice try. Really, what’s going on.”

      “Let’s wait till the doctor comes in.”

      The blood from his face drains. “You aren’t joking?”

      I shake my head.

      “Noah?” His voice is shaky. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      “I... I can’t... I’m not.”

      “What...the...fuck?”

      “Try to stay calm. I’m sure it’s just from all the medicine they had you on. Let’s talk to the doctor before we freak out.”

      “Easy for you to say. You remember the last twelve years.”

      “You can still do math, so that’s good,” I tease him.

      Xander shakes his head then suddenly his face crumples with laughter.

      We share our joke and once again, it’s Xander and I, like nothing is wrong. But it is.

      He puts his hands on his knees. “Has it been a good twelve years or a bad twelve years?”

      I pat him on the back. “You’ve done good, man. You’re a surgeon.”

      Pride washes over his face. “I am?”

      “You sure are.”

      He pumps his fist in the air. “Are you and Nathan ruling the world?”

      I freeze, and chills run through me. He doesn’t know Nathan died.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” Xander asks.

      Not able to help it, I blink back tears.

      “Noah? What’s wrong?”

      My voice shakes and my lungs feel tight. “Nathan died.”

      “Wh… What?”

      A tear runs down my cheek and I wipe at it. “His diabetes...”

      “No,” Xander whispers.

      I bite my lip and turn toward the window but quickly spin back when Xander sobs loudly.

      I blink as fast as I can, but tears stream down my face. Xander’s chest is heaving and he’s crying harder than I am.

      Chase comes into the room with Jamison and the doctor. “What’s going on,” Chase asks as Xander continues to sob with his hands over his face.

      I try to pull myself together, and, somehow, I get out, “He thinks he’s twenty-two. He asked about Nathan.”

      Both Chase’s and Jamison’s faces drop. The doctor motions for me to get off the bed, and Xander slowly pulls his hands away.

      We stare at each other a moment. Saying everything in unspoken words. It’s as if we are twenty-two again. The grief in his eyes hasn’t changed. I’ve always remembered that expression he had when Nathan died. Except the last time I saw it, Nathan was in my arms, and Xander was trying to get me to release Nathan so they could put him in the body bag.

      My chest is tightening more, and the doctor says, “I need everyone to leave the room so I can examine Xander.”

      “I’ll be back.” I pat Xander on the back, and he gives me a painful expression before more tears fall on his cheeks. When I leave the room, I’m crying again, and my chest is so tight, I’m struggling to breathe.

      Jamison and Chase are both holding back their tears, and I make a beeline for the outside.

      The bright lights of the hospital are blurry, and I’m once again in my tunnel of panic. When I step outside, I breathe deep and find my way over to the bench I sat on a few days ago with Piper.

      My head is between my legs, and I’m finding my breath again when Piper’s hand is on my back. I sit up and she pulls me in her arms. I don’t mean to, but I weep like a baby.

      “Shh.” She tries to comfort me and kisses my head.

      I thought I had worked through all this. I thought I had done my grieving. But Nathan’s death and watching Xander relive it all just about broke me.

      “He doesn’t remember,” I gasp between sobs.

      She squeezes me tighter and strokes my head.

      Chase and Jamison, I’m tight with, but Xander has been with me through everything. Xander was my rock when both my parents and Nathan died. He was close to Nathan as well.

      I pull back from Piper and wipe my tears off my face. She strokes my cheek.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Shh. Don’t be.”

      “Xander doesn’t remember the last twelve years. It’s like it’s just disappeared from his memory.”

      She brushes her hand through my hair. “Let’s wait for the doctor to diagnose what’s going on and not jump to any conclusions, okay? It might be from the meds, according to Jamison.”

      But what if it’s not?

      I turn away from Piper, but then I remember that she doesn’t know the details of my meeting with Eric. I turn back to her. “I need to tell you about my meeting with Eric.”

      She pauses. “What did he say?”

      “He’s going to call Dawn and try to get a co-op set up through her so the nonprofits can run it.”

      Her face lights up. “Noah, that’s great! What is our part going to be?”

      I shift on the bench. “That’s the thing. His one caveat is that I step back and stay completely out of it. Basically, he said I’m young, and he’s not, and he’s wanted to take Kramer down forever. He thinks it’s his last chance to make a difference with his career.”

      Piper tilts her head. “So, he’s going to do everything, and we don’t have to be involved?”

      “That’s what he requires.”

      “And you trust him?”

      “I do. I probably shouldn’t trust anyone, but I believe him.”

      “Are you able to stay out of this?”

      It’s a question that was on the edge of my mind before I saw Xander. Staying out of this meant letting go of the control and obsession I’ve had for twelve years and putting my full faith and trust in a man I hardly know, but who my gut tells me isn’t going to screw this up.

      “If I don’t, he pulls the plug.”

      “But, are you able to?”

      Ah, Piper. My sweet Piper, who’s the smartest person on earth. She knows this is going to be hard without me having to tell her. Slowly, I nod. “I’m going to. For your safety, and our future, I’m going to. I have no more cards to play. If Eric screws me on this, I’m back to ground zero. I’m going to have to trust his word.”

      Piper bites down on her lip for a moment. She strokes the hair above my ear. “I’m really proud of you.”

      I squint at her in question.

      “I know it’s hard for you to step back, but you’re doing the right thing.”

      “What if I’m wrong?”

      “Then, we will figure it out. But you aren’t. I feel it in my gut that you aren’t.”

      I take a big breath then kiss her on the lips. “We should go back in.”

      “You sure you’re okay?” Piper strokes my cheek some more.

      I can’t stay out here forever, and my breathing has gone back to normal. “Yes. I need to know what’s going on with Xander.” I stand and pull Piper up with me.

      Walking inside, everything feels right even though so much is wrong. My arm is around her shoulders, and her arm is around my waist. And whatever is ahead of us, it’s going to be okay because I have Piper on my side.
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      Piper

      

      A few months later, Charlotte is staying with Noah and me. We hired a nurse to take care of her when she got out of the hospital, but she’s almost ready to get a walking boot and told us she’s going back to Chicago to work once it’s on.

      Eric Tremblor has made good on his word. News of the diabetes co-op has gone viral online, and millions of people have become members.

      The price of insulin is already dropping, and it’s only a matter of time before the markup in the overall market collapses.

      Bennett has made several site visits to the New York office. During the first one, Noah filled him in on his plan with Eric Tremblor. Bennett is happy Noah and I are out of the way of danger.

      We have been sharing an office. I could have taken an empty one, but we like working side by side. We are pursuing several companies, and it’s been a fun transition from director to VP.

      While Noah is visiting with Xander, Bennett comes into our office.

      “Piper, you seem to have settled in.”

      “Yes. Everything is great.” I stand and hug him.

      He pulls back from the hug. “You sure you don’t want your own office?”

      I grin at him. “Nope.”

      He chuckles.

      Now’s as good of a time as any to ask him.

      “Bennett, can I talk to you about something?”

      “Sure.” He sits down across from me and taps his fingers together.

      “I know that the deal was for Noah to live in Chicago to be the successor. And I appreciate you letting us stay out here while our friends are recovering, but is there any way Noah and I could maybe split our time between New York and Chicago?”

      Bennett shrugs. “Sure.”

      “Sure? That easy?” I squint at him.

      He leans closer to the desk. “Piper, do you know why I told Noah he needed to be in Chicago?”

      “I have some ideas, but I don’t know for sure.”

      “I didn’t want him breaking down again or getting killed out here. If he’s staying out of the co-op and letting Eric handle it, then I don’t need to worry about that. But Noah also has you now, and I have a feeling he’s not spending all his time working?”

      I blush. “No, he’s not.”

      Bennett leans back in his seat. “Good. Keep it that way, and you two can live where you want. Noah is more than capable of running things from either office.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      I stand and go to his side of the desk and hug him again. “Thanks.”

      He throws his hands in the air. “I knew you two would be good for each other.”

      I tilt my head at him in question.

      He shrugs. “Hey, you can’t fault me for wanting the best for my nephew, can you?”

      I gape at him. “So, you were playing matchmaker?”

      “I wanted you to have the experience and become the VP of the M&A division, but I won’t lie and tell you it didn’t cross my mind that you two might connect.”

      I bend down and kiss Bennett on the cheek. “Well, thank you for that.”

      He blushes and stands. “I’ve gotta go, or I’ll miss my flight plan. Tell Noah I said bye?”

      “Will do, Bennett. Thanks for everything.”

      He leaves. I sit back in my chair and swivel it so I’m overlooking Manhattan.

      So much has changed. I never thought I would want to leave Chicago, nor did I ever think I would find someone like Noah. Bennett has been gone for about an hour when Noah comes in.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” His mouth is near my ear.

      I jump in my chair. “Noah!”

      He sits against the desk. “What are you thinking about?”

      I lick my lips at him. “You.”

      He pulls my chair over so I’m sitting in front of his legs. “What about me?”

      I playfully slap him. “I shouldn’t tell you just so it drives you nuts.”

      He pretends to stab himself in the heart. “You’re killing me.”

      I stand up and adjust his tie. “Bennett said to tell you goodbye. He had to catch his flight.”

      “Sorry I missed him. What else aren’t you telling me?”

      “He said you could run the company from Chicago or New York.”

      Noah freezes. “He did?”

      I put my hands around his neck. “Yes.”

      He pumps his fist in the air. “Wait. How did that come up?”

      I smirk at him. “I asked.”

      “You asked?”

      “Yes.”

      Noah raises his eyebrows at me. “Are you telling me you want to move to New York?”

      I shrug. “I don’t think I want to leave Chicago completely but maybe spend more time here. Go back and forth?”

      Noah’s grin widens. “I’d love that.”

      I stand up and step between his legs. “Good. Let’s do it, then.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      He cups my face and kisses me.

      “How is Xander?”

      His face falls. “The same. Trying to find Billie.”

      Xander still can’t remember anything. He doesn’t recall Charlotte and told Noah that he’s in love with Billie, his old girlfriend. He feels like he’s cheating if he pursues anyone but her, so he’s trying to locate her.

      No matter how many times Noah, Chase, or Jamison tell him he broke up with Billie and they weren’t compatible, he won’t let it go.

      Charlotte’s heart is broken. She won’t admit it to me and claims, “We only were together a few times,” but I know better. I saw her face when Xander didn’t recognize her, and the same expression appears whenever Xander’s name is brought up. We try not to talk about him in front of her, but when we’ve slipped up, I’ve heard her sniffling through her bedroom door at night.

      Xander’s position in Chicago is on hold until his memory comes back. The doctors have told us that it should return at some point, but they can’t guarantee when.

      “Is he still depressed?”

      “Yeah, a bit.”

      Xander’s loss of memory is frustrating for him, and since he can’t work, it’s been hard on his psyche.

      A sad frown is on Noah’s face.

      Taking a deep breath, Noah stands up straighter and brushes my hair off my face. “Hey, I forgot to tell you I’m taking you out tonight.”

      I press my body closer to his. “You are, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m not telling you.”

      “The last time you told me that you took me to The Vibrator and got on stage in a speedo,” I tease.

      “That won’t be happening tonight.”

      I pretend to pout then ask, “What do I wear?”

      He licks his lips. “Panties are optional.”

      I slap his arm. “Ha, ha!”

      Wiggling an eyebrow at me, he tells me, “Summer casual. Nothing too fancy, but stilettoes are always a good choice.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m wearing a strapless pink sundress, and a new pair of Jimmy Choo pink stilettoes that Noah bought me. When I come out of the bedroom, his face lights up.

      I point at him. “You’re drooling again.”

      Charlotte smirks at Noah. “She’s right. Lots of drool.”

      He pretends to wipe his face then kisses me. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” I wave to Charlotte. “Have a good night.”

      She waves back. “You, too. Have fun.”

      Noah leads me out of the penthouse, into the elevator, and through the lobby. When we get outside, his driver Lou is waiting.

      Once we’re in the car, Noah pulls me on his lap. “Well?”

      “What?”

      He licks his lips. “Panties or no panties?”

      I lean into his ear. “It’s too early in the night to tell you that. But I’m not wearing a bra.”

      He groans and kisses my shoulder then teases the curve of my neck with his tongue, sending shivers down my spine.

      My lips find him, and everything is right in the world as he pulls me in, showing me for the millionth time that he’s mine and all he desires.

      It doesn’t matter how many times Noah kisses me. Energy vibrates through me as he breathes life through all my cells, leaving no doubts about how deep his love for me is.

      We aren’t in the car long when it stops. I only notice we are stopped because Lou opens the door. “Whoops. Sorry to interrupt.”

      Heat creeps up my neck.

      “No worries,” Noah tells him then pecks me quickly on the lips.

      I move off his lap. He gets out of the car and reaches in to help me out. We’re at a marina with hundreds of luxury boats parked in boat slips. I tilt my head at him in question.

      He wraps his arm around my waist, and leads me down the dock then stops in front of a big yacht. The back reads Piper.

      I squint at him. “Is this yours?”

      Pride crosses his face. “Yep.”

      “You have a yacht?”

      “We have a yacht.”

      Okay, that’s pretty cool.

      “You named it after me?”

      He grins wider. “Yep. It was the thing I loved most before I met you. I never named it because nothing ever felt right before.”

      I’m stunned, blinking back tears. “Noah...” I don’t know what to say. I’m overwhelmed with emotion.

      Noah kisses the top of my head, steps onto the deck, and reaches out for me. He pulls me aboard and keeps my hand in his. “Let me show you around.”

      While he is giving me a tour, the vessel leaves the dock. “Where are we going?”

      “Out for a sunset dinner.”

      Noah leads me up to the front of the yacht. The sun is setting, and the water is calm. I peek over the bow. When I turn, Noah is on one knee, holding a sparkling diamond ring.

      I put my hand over my mouth in awe.

      “You’re my everything, Piper. I want you forever as mine. I’ll love you always. Will you marry me?”

      I’m blinking back more tears but manage to get out, “I already told you I’d marry you.”

      “Yeah, but I have a ring this time.”

      My gaze moves between his face and the ring.

      “Well? Will you marry me?” Noah repeats.

      I step closer to him, bend down, and kiss him. “Yes.”

      Noah holds my hand and slides the biggest diamond I’ve ever seen on my finger.

      I check out the ring. “Noah, this is...”

      “What?” His face falls in panic.

      “The most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen.”

      Relief crosses his face. “I had it designed for you. That’s why it took so long.”

      I kiss him again then remove it from my finger to inspect it closer. Inside, the band is engraved, Forever mine. I glide the ring back on my finger, wrap my arms around his neck, and press my forehead to his. “I love you.”

      His dark eyes stare into mine. “Don’t forget that I loved you first.”

      I laugh and kiss him.

      With a cocky expression, he traces his finger down my leg. “Now, I think it’s time we broke in those stilettos.”
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      Dr. Xander Kane

      I don’t remember the last 12 years.

      I don’t remember becoming a surgeon.

      I don’t remember the day of the accident or the girl named Charlotte that was in the car with me.

      All I remember is the girl I loved named Billie.

      My friends all tell me we broke up and haven’t been together in over ten years.

      But all I remember is how I feel and the memories of her.

      So I search everywhere for her, only she’s nowhere to be found.

      Then I go to sleep. Every night, I dream, but not about Billie.

      I dream about a faceless woman. I hear her voice call out Xander. I can feel and taste her. I smell the scent of flowers after the rain.

      I convince myself I must be going crazy because that means I wasn’t loyal to Billie.

      Slowly, my memory of the last twelve years comes back about everything except Billie.

      But then I’m in surgery. As soon as I’m introduced, I know it’s the girl named Charlotte that was in the car accident with me. She’s the one who haunts my dreams.

      And it’s clear that I’ve hurt her. But then I continue to do so.

      When I finally know in my heart that Charlotte is who I love, trust has been broken.

      Forgiveness is required.

      I can only hope I didn’t let my past destroy my future.

      (Don’t Forget Me is the second installment of the It’s Complicated series. It is an amnesia, medical romance, billionaire romance with a HEA.)

      Click here to read Don’t Forget Me!

    

  







            Don’t Forget Me - Prologue

          

          



      

    

    






Book Two of It’s Complicated

        

      

    

    
      Reality isn’t always what we perceive it to be. What’s real? What’s fake? Is our truth of yesterday the truth of today?

      I’ve been told I’m living in a fantasy, trying to regurgitate the past instead of moving into my future, but all I know as my truth is what my mind is telling me my heart should feel and what it should want.

      I don’t remember anyone except Billie. Well, except for the flashbacks. Night after night, I go to sleep, and I experience all of her except her face. She is a stranger.

      Guilt crashes through me, as I should only be dreaming of Billie. She is the one I remember, not this faceless stranger. She is the one I love.

      Or is she?

      My friends tell me I don’t love Billie. That we ended things long ago and weren’t meant to be together. But how do I know that when it’s all I remember?

      How are my friends telling me the truth when all I feel is madly in love with Billie?

      I search everywhere for her, but I can’t find her. I spend my days searching social media, googling her name, walking streets in New York we used to stroll together. But she’s nowhere.

      The guys tell me I broke it off with Billie, and we were both better off because of it. But no one can tell me why I broke it off. No one can give me details. So, until I can find her, my heart belongs to her. It aches for her because all I remember is our love.

      All day long, I’m obsessed. When my head hits the pillow, I dream. But it’s never about Billie.

      I hear the moan of a woman’s voice against the curve of my neck. “Xander.” A sound so unforgettable, I push it to the back of my mind throughout the day, as guilt shoots through me, and I try to refocus on my love for Billie.

      I smell her scent—flowers after it rained.

      I feel her gripping my back and trembling against me as our bodies sweat.

      I see the perfect fit of her body wrapped against mine, clutching me.

      I taste the salt of her skin and the sweetness of her tongue.

      Blonde hair, the curve of her neck, the softness of her breasts, the plumpness of her red lips...it all flashes in my mind, torturing me.

      She’s so real in my dreams. Every night I go to sleep, I experience her. Everything I could ever know about her, except for her face and her name.

      Daily, I tell myself it’s just a dream. It’s my brain playing games with me because it’s still screwed up from the accident.

      She isn’t real.

      She doesn’t exist.

      Or does she?

      The thought sends my stomach flipping because that means I wasn’t loyal to Billie. No matter what my friends tell me, I know what I had with Billie. I don’t understand how it could have ended.

      No. Surely they are wrong. It’s a misunderstanding, and once I find Billie, whatever misunderstanding we had, we will work out.

      Obsession takes hold of me. I can’t move on until I find Billie. But she’s nowhere.

      Over the months, my memory slowly returns, except regarding Billie. I have no memories of dating or thinking about anyone except her. Everything else is clear—my medical school, my job, how to be a surgeon. But I have no memories of anyone in my life besides Billie.

      But Billie didn’t have blonde hair. She didn’t smell like flowers after the rain or call out my name like the woman in my dreams.

      I can’t make sense of it all. If I can just find Billie, I can fix whatever went wrong between us. Then, this other woman will leave my dreams.

      Or will she?

      My phone rings, pushing my thoughts out of my head. “Hello, this is Xander.”

      “Xander, it’s Angela Sincroy.”

      I sit up straighter. “Hi, Angela. How are you?”

      “I’m good. You feeling better?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. We got the report from your doctor that you are fine to resume your normal surgical duties. We will need you to report to the hospital by Monday, or we will need to find another surgeon for the position.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Great. See you next week.” I hang up.

      Life needs to resume. I can’t stay home any longer and need to get back into a routine. My new role as a surgeon in Chicago is what I’ve worked hard for, and I’m not going to screw up my future.

      Wandering over to the window, I glance out into the New York skyline. I’ll pack up and move my life, but I won’t stop the search. Until I find Billie, my heart won’t be complete.

      

      Click here to read Don’t Forget Me!
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