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Warning: this is a ‘thank you’ to fans of the
Billionaire’s Seduction series. It is the first volume of that
series retold from the hero’s point of view. If this is your first
introduction to the story and characters, I strongly suggest
reading the first book in the series, ALL THAT HE WANTS (The
Billionaire’s Seduction Part 1) , and then reading the rest of the
series before you read this one. There are several pretty big
spoilers in All That She Wants that are far more fun to find out as
the story unfolds in the original series.

 


But, if you decide not to read the other
books first, ‘Welcome’ all the same!
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It had been the worst goddamn year of my
life.

Betrayed by the woman I was supposed to
marry, and to the worst enemies I had: my own family.

Obstructed and frustrated at every turn in
the biggest business deal I had ever embarked on.

Miserable, lonely, bitter, angry, with
failure seemingly waiting for me around every corner.

And the constant reminder of how I had
failed – failed to see my fiancée for what she really was, even up
to the point when she plunged the knife in my back. Me, the guy who
can look at a $5 billion business and see all the angles, all the
flaws, all the opportunities – I got played. And had my heart
ripped out for good measure.

And then, just like that, it all turned
around…

…and became the best year of my
life.

Don’t get me wrong; there was still hell to
go through.

But for the first time in ages, I caught my
first glimpse of heaven.
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I was in the back of the Bentley, watching
the lights of downtown Los Angeles go by, and trying to ignore my
right-hand man Sebastian as he droned on about pointless
details.

“I need you back on the plane by midnight
if you’re going to make the 9AM meeting tomorrow in New York,”
he said over the limo’s backseat speaker.

“Remind me why you scheduled a meeting for
9AM on a Saturday?” I asked grumpily, though I knew exactly
why.

And, of course, Sebastian told me. In detail.
As he always does.

“Because you need the go-ahead from the
regulatory commission, and the supervisory meeting is Monday
morning, and if you don’t have DeWeiss in your pocket by then –
”

“Yeah, yeah, okay, fine.”

Words, words, words.

Wait, that was Hamlet. What was that
Macbeth line…?

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, creeps
in this petty pace from day to day…

“Connor,” Sebastian yelled.

“What?” I snapped, yanked out of my
daydream.

“Do I have your word you’re going to be in
and out of there and back on the Gulfstream by midnight?”

“YES. It’s not going to take that long. All I
need to do is look over some accounts.”

“I never can tell with you.”

“What do you think’s going to happen?” I
smirked. “That I’m going to meet a woman?”

Sebastian paused – and then launched in, full
force.

“I wish you would.”

“What, in a consulting firm at 6PM on a
Friday? Not likely.”

“I don’t care WHERE you meet her. No,
scratch that, just don’t make it a whorehouse or a strip club. Or a
Republican Party fundraiser.”

“Yeah, okay, thanks,” I said, sorry I’d even
brought it up.

“On second thought, libertarian
Republicans are fine. In fact, regular Republicans are fine, just
make sure she’s not anti-ME.”

Full disclosure: Sebastian is gay.
Very gay.

I snorted. “Anybody who talks to you longer
than 15 seconds is ‘anti-you.’”

“Love you, too, Connor,” he said
sarcastically. “You know what, I don’t even care, go find a nice
Mormon girl – you just REALLY need to get over that bitch.”

“Got the message; you can quit anytime you
like.”

“Really? ‘Cause I’ve been telling you
FOREVER – ”

“Aaaaanytime now.”

“Seriously, you need to stop marching your
pity parade through town and get back in the saddle.”

“I think you’re mixing your metaphors.”

“You need to do a little mixing of your
own. Just make sure you do it AFTER your meeting with DeWeiss
tomorrow morning, and NOT before.”

“You don’t need to worry about that.”

Sebastian snorted. “Based on the last
eight months, a reasonable person might agree – but I’m ALWAYS
worried when YOU’RE in the equation.”

“That’s why you make the big bucks.”

“That’s one of the MANY reasons I make the
big bucks.”

“Go home, I can handle it from here.”

“Fine – but I’m staying up and waiting for
a call until you’re on that plane.”

“Suit yourself.”

“I will.”

“Good.”

“FINE.”

“GOODBYE,” I snapped, and hit the hang-up
button.

I love the guy and, honestly, it would take a
fleet of assistants to replace what he does for me – but
Jesus he can be a pain in the ass.
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The Bentley pulled up outside the Exerton
building just a few minutes before 6PM.

Before I could reach for the door, my
bodyguard and chauffeur already had it open for me.

John Inaba. Former Special Forces, U.S. Army.
Fourth degree black belt in ninjutsu. On first glance, he looks
more like a Hollywood actor than a bodyguard. Which would be a
deadly mistake on your part if you tried to fuck with him.

Twenty-nine years old, he’d been with me the
last three – ever since that situation in Brazil. I guess I should
have taken the hint when my father was kidnapped five years ago,
but… I’m a little stubborn sometimes.

I stepped out and gave Johnny a look. “You’re
kind of blowing my cover.”

He shrugged. “I don’t have a uniform on.
They’ll just think I’m a sedan service or something.”

It was true; he was dressed in a regular
suit. He could follow me anywhere inconspicuously – which he was
about to suggest in three, two, one –

“I’m really not comfortable letting you go in
there by yourself,” he said.

“It’s a business building, not a slum. We’re
in LA, not Mexico City. And there hasn’t been anything on the radar
in over six months.”

“That doesn’t mean there’s not something on
the horizon,” he pointed out.

“Too bad. I can’t exactly waltz in there
incognito if I have a bodyguard with me.”

“You can tell them I’m a… a consultant.”

“A consultant for what, breaking arms?”

He grinned. “Whatever needs getting
done.”

“Look, I’ll be in and out, an hour tops.
Speaking of which, go get yourself an In ‘N Out burger. I know
you’ve been thinking about it ever since we landed.”

Johnny sighed. “You do know my
weakness.”

I laughed. “That’s my gift, knowing people’s
weaknesses. Go on – I’ll text you when I’m finished.”

“Just promise me you won’t leave the building
until I get here.”

I held up my hand like I was taking the
Presidential Oath of office. “I swear.”

“Yeah, right,” he said, and gave me a
sideways glance as he got back in the Bentley.

“First Sebastian, now you – why does nobody
trust me?” I asked as I backed away towards the Exerton
Building.

“‘Cause we know you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said as he shut the door. He
hung out, though, until I was safely inside the building.
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Exerton Consulting.

Bane of my existence.

I was the primary stockholder in LMGK, an
international consulting firm. The board of directors had been
making noise for years about acquiring Exerton – a much smaller
company with some top-notch contracts.

Only problem was, I was convinced that there
was some rot in the middle of the woodpile.

For one, their Executive Compensation
department was run by a halfwit named Klaus Zimmerman. The worst
kind of asshole – supremely confident yet inherently lazy. I’d seen
a report he’d put together for one of my friend’s companies, and it
just stank to high heaven of cooked numbers.

Then I’d actually listened in on him during a
conference call.

It constantly amazes me how far some people
can fail upwards.

Which was another problem: any organization
that lets a guy like that stay on as an executive is a
corporation that needs a major gutting and overhauling.

Not one you pay top dollar for in a
buyout.

I’d raised my concerns – loudly – but LMGK’s
CEO and the board were obsessed with acquiring Exerton. Which is
stupid beyond belief: never, ever be so attached to
something that you can’t walk away from it at a second’s
notice.

That goes for businesses… and
people.

Everybody else thought I was being overly
cautious, overly demanding. They didn’t stop to wonder if that was
one of the reasons I was worth over ten billion and they weren’t,
but… oh well.

At 22% of outstanding stock, I didn’t have a
controlling share in LMGK, so I couldn’t torpedo the buyout alone.
And everybody wanted it but me. Next Monday was the big day when
the final decision would be made. Which meant that I stood to lose,
oh, fifty million if the stock price tanked. Which I was fairly
sure would happen, sooner or later.

I could have just sold the stock, but… fuck
that.

Nobody tells me no.

I fought them so hard and so long, they
finally gave in out of exhaustion. LMGK’s board agreed I could
scuttle the deal – if I had proof.

Exerton’s CEO, a guy named Dave Westerholtz
(another problem; nice guy, but not CEO material) was so
damn eager to have the buyout go through that he was willing to
give me carte blanche in looking at the Exec Comp
records.

Which should have been another warning sign
since, strictly speaking, it wasn’t legal. Those reports were the
property of the corporations that had paid for them. I was a
shareholder in some of their competitors, so I doubt they would
have appreciated my going in and looking at what they’d paid
hundreds of thousands of dollars for. Their lawyers surely
wouldn’t.

Not that I was going to let that stop
me. Fifty million dollars was a hell of a lot more than a $100,000
fine and a ninety-day suspended jail sentence.

All it meant was I had to go in and do
everything on the down-low.

I’d been to Exerton nine months before – a
meet-and-greet up in the penthouse boardroom. That was when I first
met Westerholtz.

But I hadn’t met Klaus – which was exactly
the way I wanted to keep it. Stupid though he may be, I was pretty
sure he would still recognize the name ‘Connor Templeton’ – which
might prompt him to try to sweep the worst of his reports under the
rug.

If I was lucky, he was already gone for the
day, and I could get some unlucky subordinate to give me the keys
to the kingdom instead.

Which is why I was wasting my Friday night in
a goddamn consulting company.

Not that I would have been wasting it with a
beautiful woman instead, as Sebastian would gladly tell you. More
like working every evening past midnight, destroying companies and
then building them back up.

Ah, well.

Rich people problems.

But, despite the rough patch I’d been through
the last year, there were a few simple pleasures that still turned
my crank:

The thrill of the hunt.

Competition of any sort.

Going up against an adversary – and
destroying them. The better they were, the greater the
pleasure.

Getting one up on my opponent.

Winning at all costs.

And, more than anything, doing what I wasn’t
supposed to do. What ‘polite society’ said I shouldn’t
do.

In short, I love the Game – whether it’s
something as complex as a hostile takeover, or as simple as
pretending to be someone else in order to get what I want.

And now, the Game was afoot.

I walked into the lobby, my heartbeat
quickening the tiniest bit.

Time to play.
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Exerton’s lobby was nice. Marble flooring,
good decorations… though not as nice as the Dubai.

The Dubai Hotel was my baby. $500 million
price tag, top architects, top designers, top-of-the-line
everything. It’s certainly not the priciest hotel in existence –
the Wynn in Las Vegas cost over $2.7 billion, and that opened
almost a decade ago – but the Wynn has a casino, which is like an
onsite money-printing press. Hotels in LA have to be a lot smaller.
For price per square foot, the Dubai is one of the pricier
buildings out there.

Not that the money means much; it’s the
quality. The Dubai is the premier luxury hotel on the West
Coast. Long after I’m dead and gone, I want people to see it as
something beautiful and classy, the same way people still look at
the Chrysler Building in New York and think, They don’t make ‘em
like THAT anymore.

Aha – that was the way to think about
my little errand tonight. In just a couple of hours, I could save
myself ten percent of the price tag of the Dubai.

Think of it as a discount, Templeton,
I told myself.

The lobby was pretty thinned out. Friday
night – probably everybody was on their way to happy hour to get
laid.

I could hear Sebastian’s voice in my head:
You should try that sometime.

Only problem was, it held no interest for me.
And hadn’t for quite a while. Not since Miranda had –

Let it go, Templeton. Get your mind on the
task at hand.

I walked over to the front desk. An
absolutely huge black guy in a suit was behind the counter.
Sweet-looking face, but he really missed his calling as a
bouncer.

Maybe he’ll toss you out on your ass before
the night is through, if you don’t handle this right.

…naaah. Not a chance.

Be a dick, or be his best friend?

He looked like a good guy. And I don’t like
being a dick unless I absolutely have to.

But when I have to, look out.

“Hey, man!” I said, walking up to him with my
hand out, a big smile on my face.

His eyes got wide, like he wasn’t used to
people greeting him so warmly. Or maybe he thought I knew him, but
he couldn’t quite place me and was embarrassed about it. Anyway, he
was thrown off balance – which is what I wanted.

He put out his hand and shook mine. Powerful
handshake – could have crushed me like a vise.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Stanley,” he said, still off-center.

“Hey, Stanley, my name’s Connor. Connor
Brooks, from LMGK.”

Brooks Brothers… yeah, that’ll work.

“Ohhh, a competitor,” Stanley said
good-naturedly.

I laughed. “Well… friendly competitor.
Anyway, I’m supposed to see this guy in Exerton’s Exec Comp
division – Klaus Zimmerman. You know who he is?”

Stanley was not a poker player. I could read
every single interaction he’d ever had with Zimmerman on his face –
and they hadn’t been pleasant.

“Yes,” he said curtly.

Now he was wondering if I was Zimmerman’s
friend.

Time to disabuse him of that
notion.

I leaned in across the desk and lowered my
voice confidentially. “Um, look… if he’s a buddy of yours, I’m
sorry to speak out of turn – but he’s kind of an asshole.”

As soon as I said that, Stanley chuckled
involuntarily, and I knew I had him.

“And I’m an hour late for our meeting,” I
added.

“Uhhh,” Stanley groaned sympathetically.

“You think he’s still in the building?”

“Welllll…” Stanley looked around, as though
he were afraid Zimmerman might jump out of the shadows. Then he
leaned in towards me, returning my familiarity.  “…he’s kind
of known for jettin’ out early on Friday, you know what I’m
sayin’?”

I laughed. I liked this guy. “Yeah, that
sounds like the Klaus I know. Look, could you do me a favor and
call up to his office? If I call his cell, he’ll just ream me out
for five minutes, so his office phone is better. If he’s gone for
the day, I just want to get the hell out of here – as I’m sure
you do, too. How much longer you here?”

“Till midnight.”

“Ugh. Sorry to hear it.”

“Ah, well. It’s a livin’.”

That was one thing I never could understand
about people on the lower rungs of the ladder. Granted, I would be
working all evening and then taking a redeye back to New York for a
business meeting in the morning – but I was amply rewarded for it.
More than amply rewarded. This guy probably got kicked and
abused by everybody in the chain above him, and shared in none of
the spoils. He was a cog in the machine, and yet I could tell even
from our brief interaction that he had a lot going for him. He was
personable, he was at least pretty intelligent, he was affable – he
might have made a great elite-level customer service contact or a
low-key, no-pressure salesman. But he was selling himself short
working long, boring hours down here for a company that didn’t
appreciate him.

I wanted to tell him all that, but… unless
they knew my family’s name, nobody ever listened to me. They just
thought I was some rich asshole lecturing them. And I wanted to
keep a low profile, so I kept my opinion to myself.

“True, true,” I agreed. “Look, could you do
me a favor and check in on him? If you could save me, uh, having to
talk to him… I’d really appreciate it.”

He chuckled and nodded. “You got it.”
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He picked up the phone and dialed an
extension… waited a second… and then said, “Hey, Lily.”

Lily.

A slightly old-fashioned name. I was
picturing an older woman, 50-plus.

If that was the case, no problem, I could
charm the pants off her.

“Mr. Zimmerman there?” Stanley asked.

There was an answer on the other end, and
Stanley winced. He mouthed silently, He’s here.

I grimaced and clicked my fingers, like
Damn it!

Stanley grinned – then looked at the phone as
though he’d just heard some new information.

He covered the receiver. “But he’s leaving,”
he whispered.

Leaving… that’s good, I thought.
He’s probably on his way out to dinner. He’s definitely not
going to want to talk to ME… which I can use to my
advantage.

“Tell him I need to speak with him,” I said,
giving Stanley my friendliest ‘commanding’ voice.

He looked a little surprised at my change in
tone, but he relayed the message dutifully. “There’s, uh… there’s
this gentleman here who wants to speak to him.”

The 50-year-old woman said something, and I
could tell from Stanley’s expression that he wasn’t getting any
traction.

“Tell her I’m from LMGK,” I instructed.

“Uhhh… he says he’s from LMGK,” Stanley said,
clearly uncomfortable at being caught in the middle.

There was a long pause. Then Stanley asked
me, “What’s your name again, sir?”

“Connor Brooks.”

“A Mr. Brooks,” Stanley said into the phone.
“Mr. Connor Brooks.”

There was another long pause. Then Stanley
said, “Sure thing, Lily,” and held out the receiver to me. “She
wants to talk to you.”

Great.

Probably an OFFICIOUS 50-year-old woman,
about to talk down to me…

Go on the offensive?

Yeah, why not.

I nodded at Stanley, grabbed the receiver,
and said, “This is Connor Brooks from LMGK. Please put Klaus
Zimmerman on.”

No answer.

Just dead air.

I thought she might have accidentally hung up
on me.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” I asked.

And then I heard her voice.

“Uh… I’m sorry, Mr. Brooks, but Mr.
Zimmerman left just a few minutes ago…”

Whoa.

Definitely not a 50-year-old.

Very young, very pretty-sounding voice.
Mellifluous, if that’s not too overwrought a way to describe it.
Very slight Southern accent, just around the edges.

Things just got a lot more interesting.

She continued, “I can make an appointment
with him if you – ”

She sounded a little befuddled. I decided to
take advantage of it.

“Who’s this? What’s your name?” I
interrupted, even though I knew exactly what her name was.

There was a slight pause.

“Lily. Lily Ross.”

“And you’re his secretary, Lily?”

“Yes sir.”

That killed me. ‘Yes sir.’ It was the
Southern upbringing, had to be. She was probably really young.

How young, exactly? I wondered.

“Ahhh, ‘yes sir,’ I like that,” I chuckled,
teasing her a little. Then I used the tone I reserve for women I’ve
dated when they’re being naughty and think they’re getting away
with it. “Lily, you have his cell number, don’t you?”

The ‘you naughty, naughty girl who needs to
be spanked’ tone of voice worked. She sounded even more flustered
now.

“Uh… yes, but – ”

“I’m going to need that number, Lily.”

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Brooks, but I can’t
give out Mr. Zimmerman’s cell number – ”

“We’re wasting time, Lily. You and I both
know Klaus is still in the building. I need his cell before he
drives off to whatever frou-frou wine bar he’s going to
tonight.”

She sounded as though she liked my dig at her
boss, but she still wouldn’t give an inch. “I’m sorry, Mr.
Brooks, I can’t.”

Hmmm. Interesting. She had a little backbone
to her.

“Discretion. I like that. Then I need you to
come down here, Lily. And bring your cell phone.”

“…excuse me?”

“Come on, Lily, daylight’s burning. Stanley
will be here to chaperone, and I promise I won’t bite. But I need
to talk to Klaus. Immediately.”

“I’m… not sure I’m comfortable – ”

We were wasting time, and I hate
wasting time.

I decided to let her have it with both
barrels.

“Lily.”

I paused, then said as seductively as I
could:

“…please?”

There was a long pause.

I heard her catch her breath.

“…I – I’ll be down in two minutes,”
she finally stammered.

“Good,” I smiled, then hung up.
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I chatted it up with Stanley as I waited.
Turns out he was a big Lakers fan and had recently gone to one of
their home games. I told him about going to see the Knicks (I
didn’t mention the box seats, just that I’d seen them recently at
Madison Square Garden) and he kidded me about their dismal track
record this season. We traded good-natured barbs back and forth
until Lily showed up.

I decided I would let her be the one to
initiate contact. She would have to come to me, which was good
psychology – she’d already given up a large amount of control just
by coming down here to the lobby. I figured I could talk her into
anything else I needed… although she’d shown a certain amount of
resistance that I found intriguing. Basically, nothing had worked
except full-on sex appeal.

That was even better, though.

I love a challenge.

I saw Stanley’s eyes flicker over to the
side, and I realized she was right behind me – so I turned around
and got a nice surprise.

She was cute – very ‘girl next door.’ I put
her at about twenty-two, twenty-three. Short, maybe 5’3” in bare
feet. Long, thick, luxurious brown hair – not the best cut, but she
probably couldn’t afford to waste the money on a secretary’s
salary. Clear, radiant skin, with just a hint of makeup.

Huge brown eyes. I’m a sucker for big,
expressive eyes, and hers were absolutely captivating.

She was on the slightly curvy side, which I
like. I’ve dated too many runway-model waifs with no breasts or
asses whatsoever. Nothing against thin women, but the ultra-
stick-figures that filled the New York fashion world these days had
lost their appeal for me a long time ago.

She was dressed simply but well. A blouse and
skirt that flattered her figure… mmmm.

Damn. I really had spent too many
Friday nights locked up alone.

I might have come there that night to fool a
random stranger into helping me, but my smile was absolutely
genuine as I held out my hand. “You must be Lily.”

She was staring at me, and I figured I knew
why. I’m not vain – well, I certainly don’t think I’m vain –
but I’d be a fool or falsely modest not to know the effect I have
on most women. And I apparently had it on her, too.

She looked over at Stanley, probably for some
sort of indication as to the kind of guy I was. I didn’t see his
reaction, but she relaxed the tiniest bit and then reached out to
take hold of my hand.

Her skin was so soft… and cool to the
touch…

I wondered how it would be to touch the rest
of her.

“M-Mr. Brooks?” she stuttered.

She was nervous.

Rather than wanting to take advantage, I just
wanted to soothe her.

It’s okay, I wanted to say. I won’t
hurt you.

But that would have been a little weird.

“Good to put a face to the voice,” I said
instead, and hung onto her hand a bit longer than I needed to. Part
of it was to put a little sexual charge on our interaction, which I
figured could only help me talk her into what I needed.

But the other part was I didn’t want to stop
touching her.

“Yes,” she said, staring at me with those
huge brown eyes.

Okay, Templeton, get it together.

I dropped her hand and put on my ‘friendly
but commanding’ voice again. “Okay. Call your boss for me.”

She was obviously not comfortable with
that prospect. She shifted her weight from foot to foot and
crinkled up her forehead.

It was adorable.

“Ohhhh… I don’t really know if – ”

“Relax, Lily, you’ll talk to him
first, and it’ll be on your phone, so I won’t even see the
number,” I said, lying through my teeth. “Besides, he’s probably
not even out of the parking deck yet, is he?”

She sighed. I’d hit all of her objections,
and there wasn’t much she could say otherwise. She pulled a cell
phone out of a small black purse, tapped at the screen, and then
put it to her ear.

Before she could even say hello, I heard
Zimmerman’s pissed-off voice. “What.”
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I have to interject something here.

This Lily woman was seriously cute.
Definitely desirable. Her eyes, her hair, her face, her body –

There was just one problem:

She might be stupid.

I wasn’t inferring that from anything she’d
said or done directly. In fact, from every outward indication I
had, she was actually quite intelligent.

But she worked for Klaus Zimmerman.

And Klaus Zimmerman was loathsome to me. He
was arrogant with nothing to back it up. He was overbearing and
insufferable. I was betting he was incompetent in his area of
expertise, yet he acted like he was the Preeminent Authority on
Earth. He was rude, he was an asshole, and I was pretty sure that
when the chips were down, he was spineless, too. A conniving little
shit who kissed asses to get ahead even as he stomped across the
backs of his underlings.

That was my general impression of him,
anyway. I was pretty good at pegging people within seconds of
meeting them – and I’d had 45 interminable minutes of listening to
his snide remarks and empty boasts on that conference call.

So what kind of person would choose to work
for Klaus Zimmerman?

Rather, what kind of idiot would
choose to work for Klaus Zimmerman?

Maybe she was a sweet kid without an ounce of
self-esteem.

But even if that were the case, she was still
an idiot.

Still, I felt bad for her. She had chosen to
live in hell, and she probably didn’t even know it.

As soon as Klaus’s voice came over the phone,
it was like fingernails grating across a chalkboard.

Maybe a better analogy would be a flint
sparking across stone.

If he’d been nice to her – hell, if he’d even
been curt but civil – I probably would have left him alone.

But he wasn’t.

He was a Grade A Asshole.

Which meant he was just throwing gasoline on
the spark.

Something primal kicked in deep down inside
me: the urge to protect this woman…

… and the bloodlust to take Klaus down.
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Lily glanced at me nervously. “Um… I have Mr.
Brooks here, and he’s pretty insistent about – ”

Even though Klaus wasn’t on speakerphone, he
might as well have been, he was so loud.

“WHAT THE HELL?! What part of your brain
shut down when I left, Lily?!”

From there it was a blistering series of
‘fucking idiot’ this and ‘fucking moron’ that.

I watched her carefully as it went on – and
immediately thought, I might have been wrong about her.

She didn’t shrink down or wilt.

No: she got angry.

I could see she was fighting to keep it
in.

But if she said anything, she was going to
pay for it ten-fold. With a boss like Zimmerman, that much was
assured.

I decided to do her a favor, and treat myself
in the process.

I put out my hand for the phone.

She glanced up at me in shock with those
gorgeous-as-hell eyes.

“May I?” I said, and gave her the type of
smile that usually gets me my way with women.

She paused the tiniest bit as Klaus kept up
his unhinged rant… and then gave in. I think she knew what I had in
mind. One corner of her mouth turned up wryly as she handed over
the phone.

Attagirl.

Of course, what she didn’t know was
that I had ulterior motives, too.

I glanced at the cell as I raised it to my
ear. ‘KLAUS CELL’ and a 310 area code showed on the screen.

Click, like a camera shutter going off
in my mind –

Now I had his number memorized.

“KLAUS!” I shouted into the phone, exactly as
though I had just encountered my long-lost best bud in a packed bar
in Chelsea. “Connor – ”

For a split second I fumbled. What did I
tell Stanley?

“ – Brooks here from LMGK. How’s it
going?”

I’m fantastic with numbers.

Not nearly as good with made-up names.

So sue me.

There was a long silence on the other end of
the line.

Then, finally:

“…hello…”

He used exactly the tone of voice you’d
expect from a cowardly burglar if you walked in on him in the
middle of robbing your house.

Fuckin’ twit.

“Here’s the thing, Klaus – I’d like to call
you back on my phone so I can conference in somebody else,” I said.
“He’s expecting my call. You okay with that?”

“Uh – who exactly are you planning to
conference in?” he said in that tight-sphinctered voice of his.
“I have a very important dinner meeting to attend – ”

“Thirty seconds, Klaus, and I’ll get right
back to you,” I assured him. “Be sure to pick up, bud – you’re
gonna wanna hear this!”

“I don’t have time for this – ”

I didn’t care to debate, so I just hung up on
the little bastard.

I forgot that the little bastard was Lily’s
boss until I looked over and saw her face.

She looked like a five-year-old who had just
learned where babies came from, and was horrified to hear the
details.

I laughed – I couldn’t help myself. She was
just too cute. “You should see what you look like right now.”

“You did not just hang up on my boss,”
she said, her voice rising a good twenty decibels.

Huh – not a pushover at
all.   

I was really starting to like this girl.

I held out the phone to her. “You’re adorable
when you’re angry, you know that?”

She snatched the cell out of my hand. “How
are you even going to call him when you – ”

And then she stopped, as though she’d figured
it out.

She closed her eyes like DAMN it.

When she opened them again, I winked at her
and pulled out my own phone. “Yes, I saw it – and yes, I remember
it. I have a good head for numbers – 3.1415926, 186,000 miles per
second…”

Should I?

Why the hell not.

I gave her body a look from head to toe, just
for effect.

“…34, 24, 35.”

I’d dated a woman years ago who had roughly
the same measurements as her. I always remembered what they were
because she’d been heavily into BDSM, and we’d ordered her a very
elaborate corset at a high-end leather shop.

I quickly found out I didn’t care much for
hardcore BDSM, and we parted ways.

But I always remembered the corset. The best
part of that relationship was seeing her wear it the first
time.

It brought back pleasant memories, and I
winked at Lily again.

She blushed red as a tomato.

It was funny, but I felt a tiny bit bad about
embarrassing her. Apparently she was a little conservative.

Of course, women who act all conservative on
the outside tend to be better in bed, in my experience. That is,
if you give them sufficient reason to come out of their
shell. They’re holding it all in, about to go crazy from the
repression… until you push just the right button.

Still waters run deep.

Quit thinking about sex, Templeton – you
don’t think about sex for months, and now you can’t stop?

I decided to give her a second to regain her
composure, so I found the number I needed on my phone and hit
CALL.

It took about two seconds for Westerholtz to
answer.

“Hello?”

“Hi there, Dave, it’s Connor. Can you hold
one sec?”

“Hey, Connor! Sure.”

“Thanks.”

I quickly put him on hold and tapped out
Klaus’s number.

While it was ringing, I realized Lily might
enjoy hearing this.

I looked over at her. She was still pink, but
not quite as flustered.

I grinned at her and tapped the screen.

She gave me a quizzical look – until she
heard Klaus’s irate voice burst out over the speakerphone. Then she
understood.

“Hello?!”

“Heeey, Klaus! Connor again. I’ve got Dave
Westerholtz on the line,” I said nonchalantly.

Lily about had a heart attack on the
spot.

So she knew who the CEO of Exerton was.

Good, she’ll REALLY enjoy this, then.

Klaus was appropriately chastened, too.
“M-Mr. Westerholtz – h-hello,” he stammered.

“I’ve got you both on speakerphone, hope you
don’t mind, but my hands are occupied at the moment,” I lied, and
winked again at Lily.

Westerholtz wasn’t fazed in the least. “No
problem. Klaus, I want you to give Mr. – ”

Oh shit –

“Connor,” I interrupted forcefully, just as
he was about to say my real last name. “Just call me Connor,
Dave.”

Westerholtz was quite pleased at our
new-found familiarity. “Sure, Connor. I want you to give Connor
any help he needs, Klaus – anything he asks for.
Understood?”

As expected, Klaus whined like a little
bitch. “Well, Dave, I – ”

“Mr. WESTERholtz,” Dave
interrupted.

Niiiiiiice.

Good one, Dave.

I looked over at Lily. She looked like she
was taking this waaaay too seriously, so I gave her a fake
OH MY GOD, NO HE DIDN’T! face.

She seemed to like that, and had to put her
hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

Klaus went on whining. “Yes, Mr.
Westerholtz, sir, you see, I’m actually out of the office –
”

“Then go BACK to the office, Klaus.
Whatever Mr. – ”

Dammit –

“Connor,” I reminded Westerholtz.

“Right – whatever Connor needs, you make
sure he gets it. Is that clear?”

There was a long silence on Klaus’s end.

“Of course,” he finally said, when
what he really meant was Fuck the both of you.

The best way to needle someone with that
mindset is to be as upbeat as possible.

“Fantastic!” I said. “Well, Dave, I know it’s
late there in New York, so I don’t want to keep you too long, but
thanks for your help.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. – ”

“Connor, Dave, it’s Connor!” I said, and
forced myself to laugh like we were all just the best o’
pals.

Westerholtz took it all at face value – which
he should not have. Not as the CEO of a competing company with the
option of a buyout on the table.

As a CEO, your first priority is to protect
the company at all costs – within the bounds of the law, of course,
and taking into account your duty to your shareholders, your
employees, and your customers. And that meant distrusting everybody
outside of the company – especially anyone who might not have the
company’s best interests at heart.

Like me.

As bad as he was, Klaus was much lower on the
totem pole than Westerholtz, and his fuck-ups weren’t going to sink
the company.

Westerholtz’s just might.

Like on Monday morning.

“You got it, Connor. It was a real
pleasure talking to you this afternoon, and I’m looking forward to
working together in the future!”

“Absolutely, Dave,” I said, with the
slightest twinge of guilt. If I found what I was looking for
tonight, Westerholtz would probably never speak to me again.

I enjoy taking down ruthless competitors.
What I don’t enjoy is hurting people who are basically
good-natured at heart.

But some good-natured people bumble their way
into positions that are way over their heads. That’s not my fault.
Business at Westerholtz’s and my level is a cutthroat affair. You
don’t walk around in our world with your chin up and your guard
down.

Besides, there’s that quote: a man is judged
by the quality of his enemies. And I had a feeling, after this was
all over, I’d be looking over my shoulder for Westerholtz for the
rest of my life.

“Take care!” I finished up, wanting to get
off this phone call.

“You too!”

Klaus tried kissing ass one last
time.“Goodbye, Mr. Wester– ”

But Westerholtz hung up on him.

Too bad, Klaus.

I was about to say something to my new
butt-boy when Lily suddenly raised her finger tentatively, like she
was back in first grade.

“Hold on one sec, Klaus – don’t go anywhere!”
I said, and put him on mute. Then I gave her my full attention.
“What’s up?”

“If you want him to come in, you’ve got to be
nice and ask him,” she whispered. She’d just seen me put the
phone on hold, though I figured it was her boss’s psychological
hold over her that made her so timid. Or maybe she didn’t trust me
entirely… which, if it was the case, impressed me even more. “I
know what Mr. Westerholtz said, but if you order Klaus around,
he’ll turn it into a… a pissing contest.”

I grinned. She said ‘pissing contest’ like a
sixty year-old nun.

Plus, she’d just given me the best ammunition
possible. And the path to the perfect endgame.

I took the phone off hold and crowed,
“Alright, Klaus, you heard your boss, get your ass back here right
now.”

It was worth it just to see Lily’s eyes bug
out.

It was doubly worth it to hear the outrage in
Klaus’s voice.

“W-well, ABOUT that – what EXACTLY is it
you need me for?”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head
about that, Klaus. You just get back over here pronto.”

“I don’t like your tone!”

“Yeah? Well I don’t like your
attitude. Dave basically – oh, that’s right, that’s Mr.
Westerholtz to you,” I said mockingly.

I was having the best Friday night in
months.

Lily looked she was watching a movie, and she
couldn’t decide if it was The Hangover or The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre.

I kept going. “Anyway, Dave basically said
that when I say ‘Jump,’ you ask, ‘How high.’ And
you’re not asking ‘how high’ yet, Klaus.”

“This is – this – Mr. Westerholtz wouldn’t
– ” Klaus sputtered.

“Of course, if you want your assistant Lily
to handle what I need, we could do that, too,” I said in as
appeasing a tone as I could muster.

Now Lily looked like she was
definitely watching The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

At the mention of his secretary’s name, Klaus
went silent.

“…is Lily there?” he finally
asked.

I could smell the fear through the phone.

I winked at Lily, who was white as a sheet.
“She’s over by the elevators. You want me to go over and let you
talk to her?”

“…yyyyyyes. Yes, why don’t you do
that,” Klaus agreed in relief.

The dumbass thought he hadn’t just made a
fool of himself in front of his secretary.

Too bad she already KNOWS you’re a fool,
Klaus.

“Okay, hold on,” I agreed, then held up a
finger to my lips as I grinned at Lily.

She nodded numbly, like she was now a guest
star in the horror movie.

I counted out about how long it would take to
walk over to the elevators, then said, “Here she is,” and handed
the phone over.

“Lily?”

“Uh, hi, Kl – Mr. Zimmerman,” she said,
catching herself.

She almost gave the game away.

Of course, I had, too, back with the ‘Connor
Brooks’ moment.

Klaus was too dense to notice, though.

“Thanks for NOTHING, Lily!”

Seriously?

What a prick.

“Now this little – ”

“Still on speakerphone, Klaus,” I said
loudly.

There was a pause as Klaus suddenly found his
manners.

“…ah, situation is a bit more pressing
than I originally thought. I need you to take the gentleman back to
the office and show him whatever he needs.”

Lily looked astounded – as well she should
have been.

“Uh… anything?”

So far, she was smarter than either Zimmerman
or Westerholtz.

“Well, I don’t know about ‘anything’ –
”

“‘How high,’ Klaus,” I said. “I’m not hearing
‘how high’ yet.”

I had to clamp my teeth shut to keep from
laughing.

Klaus surprised me the tiniest bit. “There
are too many confidential files, too many sensitive – ”

But I was banking on him being a craven, lazy
little twit… so I bet hard.

“We can call Dave again,” I offered. “Or…
you can come in and get the files for me yourself.”

Aaaaaaand…

I won the bet.

He folded. Immediately.

“The CEO has instructed me to give Mr.
Brooks whatever help he requires, Lily. So do whatever he
asks.”

“Anything?” Lily asked, just to clarify – and
she said it in a tone of disbelief.

Smart.

As fast as my opinion of Klaus and
Westerholtz was dropping, my opinion of her was rising.

“…anything,” Klaus said, obviously
just trying to get off the phone.

Lily looked unnerved, but still remained
pleasant to the end. “Okay. Have a nice – ”

And then the prick ignored her and cut her
off, all at the same time. “Is that all, Connor?”

You… fucking… douchebag.

“No, it’s not,” I growled. “That was very
rude what you just did to Lily.”

Lily looked at me in shock, like No… oh
no, no no no NO –

“W– what?” Klaus asked, equally
astounded.

“Apologize to her,” I demanded.

“That’s really not necessary,” Lily
squeaked.

Come on, Lily, don’t wuss out now.

“Yes – it IS,” I insisted. “Klaus?”

“This is ridiculous – I’m not – ”

“Are you always that rude to everyone, Klaus,
or just to the people you can get away with it? Employees, waiters,
people you can abuse your power over?”

I already knew the answer, but it was a great
rhetorical question.

“I’m not going to take this from – ”
he sputtered.

“I think I might call Dave back,” I mused
aloud. “I know he’s very nice to his personal secretary Amanda. I
think he’d be interested to know how you kiss up and kick
down.”

Lily looked sick.

I wanted to pat her on the shoulder and say,
It’s okay… I do this all the time. I ‘read’ people. I can pick
out what they want, what they fear, what their strengths are, where
they’re weak. I have to, in order to know where I can press for
advantage, and where I need to tread lightly. Trust me – I know
what I’m doing.

Actually, I wanted to do a little bit more
than pat her on the shoulder…

Keep your mind on business, Templeton.

Klaus took his sweet time on the apology.

“…sorry,” he finally mumbled,
so not sorry.

“What was that? Couldn’t hear you!” I
shouted.

“SORRY, Lily,” Klaus seethed, then
turned his anger back on me. “Is that all, Misssster
Brooksss?”

No, it’s not – I’d LOVE to get you fired, you
incompetent asshole, but that’ll have to wait.

Though maybe just till Monday.

“It’ll do, I suppose. Have a good night,
Klaus!” I said jovially, then reached over, took my phone back from
Lily, and hung up the call.
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Lily was staring at me like I’d suddenly
started barking like a dog.

“…what?” I asked.

Then she let me have it.

“What do you mean, ‘what’? What the hell was
that?!” she yelled.

“My only entertainment on a boring Friday
night,” I grinned. I turned and offered my hand to Stanley. “Stan,
a pleasure. Good to meet you.”

I hadn’t looked back at him the entire time,
but he seemed just as shell-shocked as Lily had been a minute
ago.

Apparently nobody ever challenged Klaus
around here.

Stanley shook my hand, and then I turned back
to Lily.

“Shall we?” I asked as I gestured to the
elevators…

…and put my other hand on the small of Lily’s
back.

Unnh.

I’d been wanting to do that for the last
couple of minutes.

Just touching her made me want to touch her
more…

…so I did.

My hand slipped down her back the slightest
bit… but I stopped myself before I went any further than what was
proper.

I wanted to, though.

Apparently she liked it well enough, because
her voice sounded a little flustered again when she said,
“…okay.”

I pulled my hand away as we walked toward the
elevators. I needed to keep my head in the game, and touching her
was working against that.

I pushed the UP button, the door opened
immediately, and we stepped inside.

“What floor?” I asked.

“23rd.”

I hit the button and the doors closed.

As the elevator began to ascend, I watched
her from the corner of my eye. The way the light was shining on her
thick, lustrous hair… her soft skin… the pull of her clothes over
her curves…

Mmm.

And I could smell her perfume now – something
nice and feminine, but subtle.

Mmmmmmmm.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she
suddenly blurted out.

I looked over in surprise. Where the hell had
that come from?

“What?”

“I said, who the hell do you think you are?”
she demanded.

I broke into a grin. I couldn’t help it – she
looked like she might start stomping on the ground any second. “Did
I tell you before how adorable you are when – ”

“ – I’m angry, yeah, yeah,” she snapped
dismissively. “Do you realize you might have just lost me my job
back there?”

I’d already pondered the question before –
but now I wanted an answer.

A truthful answer.

I stared into her eyes. “Tell me something,
Lily.”

“What?” she asked, clearly annoyed at me
dodging her question.

“Do you like Klaus as a boss?”

She flinched a little. “What?”

“I said, do you like Klaus as a boss?”

She paused. I could see the wheels turning in
her head, weighing her options, wondering if she should be truthful
or politically smart –

She decided on the right path. Maybe not the
‘smart’ one… but definitely the right one.

“Not really,” she said quietly. “Actually,
no. Not at all.”

I felt a strange sense of relief. “Good.”

She frowned. “Why ‘good’?”

The elevator was slowing down. Any second the
door would open.

Now it was time for me to decide if I should
be truthful, or politically smart.

She had decided on the right thing… so the
least I could do was return the favor.

“Because you seem way too smart, talented,
and interesting to be working for a jackass like that.”

The doors opened with a chime. I walked out
of the elevator, leaving her behind me to think about what I’d
said.
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She didn’t wait long, though.

She followed me into the empty lobby, then
passed me and swiped a badge across the magnetic reader. The locked
door clicked loudly, and I opened it and gestured for her to walk
on through.

“You sure do have it in for Klaus,” she said
as we entered the Land of Deserted Cubicles.

“And you don’t?”

“I have to work with him every day. What did
he ever do to you?”

“I had to suffer through a couple of
conference calls with him.” I shook my head theatrically.
“Forty-five minutes of my life I’ll never get back.”

“Forty-five minutes?!” she exclaimed. “Try
six months.”

Jesus.

Six months of her life… gone.

Working for an asshole like that.

“Which you’ll never get back,” I said,
launching into rich-guy lecturing mode. “You really shouldn’t be
wasting your time as his punching bag, Lily.”

She looked unhappy to hear me say it.

“That’s all very nice, but a girl’s got to
eat.”

That was always the standard reply.

I’ve got to eat.

I’ve got to pay my rent.

I’ve got to (Insert Reason Here).

I suppose it was true – but going on food
stamps and sleeping on a buddy’s couch while you build your own
business would be a thousand times preferable to working for Klaus
Zimmerman.

And there would be a hell of a lot more honor
in it, too.

Just to be clear, I have nothing against
working for other people. Not everybody is cut out to be an
entrepreneur or a CEO. Not everybody would want that life,
either.

I need Johnny and Sebastian. I depend on
them. Maybe I’m a dick occasionally – but most of the time I’m
really, really good to them. In a way, they’re the only real family
I have anymore.

Not to mention I pay them extremely
well.

All I’m saying is, if it’s a choice between
working for a Klaus Zimmerman and suffering some other way… choose
the other way.

Now what did she say? ‘A girl’s got to eat –
’

“That she does,” I conceded, just to avoid a
fight. “But never take bread scraps when you could – and
should – be dining out on lobster.”

She drew herself up huffily. “I don’t know
what world you live in, Mr. Brooks – ”

Oh GOD.

I’m only thirty years old. I didn’t want her
thinking I was some old codger with grey hair.

Although there wasn’t any reason I should
care what she thought of me, as long as I got my hands on the exec
comp reports.

I mean, it’s not like I was going to try to
sleep with her or anything.

…right?

And at that moment, things shifted.

My perspective shifted.

Because I decided I wanted to keep my options
open.

“It’s Connor,” I said. “My friends call me
Connor. Klaus calls me Mr. Brooks.”

She smiled at that.

Ha!

“Ah, I knew I could make you laugh,” I teased
her.

She immediately clamped down and got all
serious again. Adorably serious.

“That was a smile, not a laugh,” she
insisted.

“I’ll get there,” I said with a grin.

“Yeah, well, I don’t know what world
you live in, Connor, but in mine, bread scraps are sometimes
all you get.”

I really liked this girl, but she was slave
to the same notion as almost everybody in her position: that
circumstances – especially money and opportunity – are dictated by
outside forces.

Usually, they’re not.

More often they’re dictated by our attitudes,
and how we react to those outside forces.

I wondered if I should tell her that…and
decided, Yeah, let’s see how she handles it.

“We either make our own realities, Lily, or
we accept the realities others impose upon us. You’ve got way too
much going for you to accept a reality that includes Klaus as a
part of it.”

Maybe I stretched it too far. Maybe I was too
pedantic, too lecturing, too judgmental. Whatever the case, I could
see her clamp down and the defenses go up.

Fuck, I thought, without even knowing
exactly why I cared so much.

I came to a halt, caught her arm, spun her
around gently to face me, and stared deep into her eyes.

(I have to admit, in retrospect, it was all
worth it just to get to touch her again.)

“Did I have a lot of advantages growing up?
Yes I did,” I said, as earnestly as I could. “I’m a very lucky guy,
and I recognize that. But part of my upbringing was that I learned
my strengths, and I learned what I was worth, and I never let
anybody tell me differently. When I look at you, Lily, I see a
beautiful woman – ”

Her face betrayed everything – a whole
whirlwind of emotions, but most powerful of all:

She was attracted to me.

And she liked it when I said she was
beautiful.

For the first time in over a year, my heart
skipped a beat.

And in that instant, I decided I wanted to
sleep with her tonight.

All of that raced through my head as I kept
talking.

“ – who is poised, very intelligent, in
control of herself, doesn’t take any crap – ”

Should I?

Yeah… let’s have a little fun.

“ – oh, wait… skip that last part,” I said,
and made a face as though I were making a mental note for future
reference. Then I turned around and started walking – which was
good, because I didn’t want her to see the grin on my face.

“Is it this way?” I called over my
shoulder.

I could almost hear her fuming as she
ran after me.

“You know, you talk a big game for a guy
who’s here to look at somebody else’s business files on a Friday
night after closing hours,” she taunted me.

I laughed. “Uh oh, did I touch a nerve?”

 

I could almost see the steam coming out of
her ears.

Which was perfect.

There’s only one cardinal sin when dealing
with a beautiful woman: being boring.

They’ll forgive you just about anything else
but that.

“Why are you here, exactly?” she
challenged me.

I put my hands in my pockets and looked
around casually, like I was taking stock of the place. “Oh, I don’t
know… thinking about buying the company.”

She snorted derisively. “Right.”

“Maybe one day. Once I save up my
pennies.”

“So you can have a whole company to kiss your
ass, huh?”

I looked over at her, momentarily shocked.
And then I burst into a belly laugh.

Damn, this little secretary has balls of
steel!

Or had, anyway.

She blushed and looked like she immediately
regretted saying it – but I was impressed she’d said it at all.

She was going to bust my balls?

Fine.

I’d bust hers, too.

“I don’t know about other people kissing
my ass, but…”

I angled my head back and took a look at her
derriere.

Her very nice derriere.

“…I wouldn’t mind kissing somebody
else’s.”

BAM – she went red as a fire engine,
instantaneously.

I grinned and kept walking –

But she didn’t.

“Hey!” she snapped from somewhere behind
me.

Uh-oh.

Might’ve gone too far with that last one.

I turned around and gave her an innocent
Who, me? look.

“What?”

She crossed her arms and scowled. “You know
that’s highly inappropriate, right?”

Yeah, she was pissed.

And to be honest, she had every right to be.
I was an outsider here, in a business setting, and I was making
inappropriate comments of a highly sexual nature. Sure, she’d been
busting my chops earlier – but over money. And I had invited it by
acting cocky.

She hadn’t asked for me to leer at her.

I’d gambled hard, because that’s what I like
to do. High risk, high reward.

But this time it didn’t come out in my
favor.

“Sorry,” I said, and meant it.

More than anything, I was pissed at myself
that I’d played this all wrong. After a year-long failed
relationship, and then eight months of self-imposed celibacy, I was
apparently pretty rusty with women.

“I apologize,” I continued. “I didn’t mean to
make you uncomfortable. You’re just… sorry. I won’t do it
again.”

Something in her expression shifted. “‘You’re
just’ what?”

Aha.

Maybe I hadn’t played it wrong.

“Well, you’re – ”

Her body leaned in the slightest bit.

I could see she wanted me to say it.

I’m back in the game.

I shook my head ruefully. “Never mind.”

“‘You’re just’ what?” she
demanded.

Okay, I’d played it exactly right.

I smiled and decided not to feed her another
line.

I was just going to tell her the truth.

“I find you very attractive,” I said.

Her entire expression went soft and
doe-eyed.

“I’m used to being a little more…
aggressive, and I forgot the setting and my manners. I’m
sorry.”

That’s a little heavy, Templeton – lighten it
up some.

I held up both my arms like this was a
stick-up. “I’ll stop, just don’t file a sexual harassment lawsuit,
okay?”

She stood there, and her expression slowly
hardened as she thought it over.

She was more difficult to read than I’d
initially thought…

…which I kind of liked.

Definitely a challenge.

Which I really liked.

She took forever to say anything. If I were a
cynical man, I would have said she was letting me roast in the fire
for her own amusement. But that was probably just the last woman I
was with, who used to do it all the time.

Besides, Lily seemed a little too sweet for
that.

“I didn’t say stop,” she muttered.
“Just… tone it down a little.”

HELL YEAH.

“Agreed,” I grinned. “Now let’s go look at
those files, shall we?”
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We threaded our way through the cubicles in
silence.

I didn’t say anything because I was running
through the various companies I needed to see.

She was quiet because she was nervous.

I could hear it in her voice when she finally
spoke. She was trying to be sassy, though she didn’t quite pull off
the breezy tone she was aiming for.

She was still challenging me, though, which I
liked.

“You still haven’t said what’s so important
about these files that you have to waste a perfectly good Friday
night.”

I grinned. “Actually, I believe I did.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, that’s right –
you’re thinking about buying the company. How about a real
reason?”

I kept smiling, just to let her know I was
playing around. “Well… if I were Klaus, I might say something about
it not being any of your business. But since we’re friends, let me
put it this way instead: there are things I’m not at liberty to
talk about, but you could say I’m the… advance man on a very
important business deal, and I wanted to check out some things
before we go through with it.”

“The LMGK buyout,” she said, looking exactly
like somebody in a film who’d suddenly puzzled out who the murderer
was.

And here I’d thought it was all hush-hush.
“You know about that?”

She blushed. “Everybody’s been whispering
about it the last few weeks. And I’ve seen a few things.”

“Such as?”

“…such as things I’m not at liberty to talk
about.”

Point for Lily. “Touché.”

She looked at me with distrust. “But what I
haven’t seen is you before.”

Your CEO could take a few lessons from you on
appropriate levels of suspicion, Lily.

“Now you have. In the flesh.”

She didn’t seem satisfied with my answer, but
she didn’t say anything else.

We reached her desk, and she bent over and
started looking for something.

At first I was just watching her ass –
daaaaamn – but something plucked at my subconscious.

The word ‘Teramore’ on her computer
screen.

Oh my God, this is too perfect.

“Hey – are those the numbers for Teramore?” I
asked.

She looked around, looked at the screen – and
then suddenly bolted upright in panic. “Those are
confidential!”

I gave her a Give me a break look as I
bent over her desk and started scrolling through with the mouse.
“Remember, both Klaus and your CEO said you should give me
anything I want – oh, wait, is that an inappropriate
remark?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll file it under
acceptable innuendos,” she said coolly.

I laughed. She was pretty damn clever, I had
to give her that. “Acceptable innuendoes… that’s good…”

Then I turned back to the document.

LMGK had just completed an exec comp report
for Teramore. In a little bit of back-channel negotiation, I had
convinced Teramore to hire Exerton to do an identical report – as
long as I footed the bill.

I’d already inspected the report from LGMK
and run it past my own people, so I knew what the numbers should be
–

And Klaus had gotten every one of them
wrong.

The report was a travesty. Sloppy,
incomplete, and inaccurate.

I got to a particularly idiotic
recommendation and muttered “Bullshit” without realizing it.

“Excuse me?” Lily asked. She sounded
shocked.

I looked up at her and pondered my next
move.

I liked her. Okay, that was an
understatement. I wanted to sleep with her – but this was a
make-or-break moment. If I trusted her with this, and she gave me
the wrong answer, I’d have to take a pass. I couldn’t compromise my
reason for being here just because I wanted to take her for a roll
in the hay.

But… she’d been honest with me about her
feelings about Klaus.

And she was a whole lot smarter than I’d
initially given her credit for.

Not to mention she had some spine.

Screw it.

High risk, high reward.

“Can I trust you with something, Lily?”

She blanched a little. “Uh… I guess…?”

Not looking good.

“Yes or no. I don’t want this getting back to
Klaus.”

I could see the wheels turning in her head
again.

Finally, she nodded. “Yes.”

I believed her – and I felt a lot more relief
than I would have expected.

“LMGK already did their own appraisal of
Teramore. I told – uh, we convinced Teramore to let you guys make a
pass at it, too, to see your numbers and compare how Exerton would
evaluate the situation.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Wait – you mean,
this is a test for Exerton Consulting?” she asked as she pointed at
the monitor.

I nodded.

“It’s not an actual job – it’s just a
test?”

“Well, Klaus thinks it’s a job, and
Teramore will actually pay the bill as though it were an actual
job. ” Once my check to Teramore clears, I thought. “But
yeah, it’s a test.”

“One we didn’t know we were taking.”

“We didn’t want you to go to more trouble
than usual. Like how the food critic doesn’t want the restaurant to
know when he’s visiting or who he really is.”

“But why – ”

It was a beautiful thing: I could actually
see her thought process play out lightning fast on her features. I
saw all the gears turn and lock into place as she grasped the
entire situation – that this was one of the final tests for the
buyout, and Klaus had bungled it.

She gasped. “Oh…”

“Yup.”

She winced. “I guess we didn’t do so
well.”

“No, you didn’t. Your appraisal of the market
is waaay off.” I glanced over at her, not wanting her to think I
was criticizing her personally. “Not you, of course – Klaus’s.”

But she hadn’t taken it as a personal slight.
She just gave me a Hmmph, it figures expression. “Well, he
always does that.”

Wait – what?

I stood up, suddenly a lot more interested.
“What do you mean?”

“I’ve proofed all his reports over the last
six months. I have to double-check everything, and, well… he tends
to tell the client what they want to hear. Not necessarily
reality.”

Whoa, whoa – time out.

She was a secretary – and she knew that the
head of the Exec Comp Division of Exerton Consulting was an idiot?
Not just an asshole, but incompetent?

“Wait – wait, wait, wait,” I said, trying to
wrap my head around this. “Do you know about – ”

And for the next five minutes I hit her with
every question I could think of on cash compensation, option
grants, deferred compensation, long-term incentive plans,
retirement packages, and perks.

“What’s the typical long-term incentive plan
for a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, lower end, market cap $1
billion?”

She knew it.

“How can you manipulate stock option grants
as part of compensation without running afoul of the SEC for
backdating?”

She gave me three examples – two more than I
was expecting.

“What’s the best way to structure long-term
incentive plans?”

“It depends on what you want to incentivize,”
she said.

Right answer. Then she proceeded to give me
examples.

HOLY SHIT.

“You didn’t go to school for this?” I asked,
stunned.

“No.”

“How did you pick all this up?!”

“I don’t know… just while I was doing my
job.”

And she shrugged like it was no big deal.

When it was, as Joe Biden would say, a BIG
fucking deal.

The secretary was better at the job than the
VP. In fact, she had probably kept his ass from being called out
and publicly humiliated on several occasions.

And they probably paid her 2% of what he
made.

Not to mention he was an absolute prick to
her.

It completely boggled my mind.

I shook my head in wonder. “Incredible.”

“What?” she asked nervously.

“That you’re an assistant and not a junior
executive, at the very least.”

She stared at me with those big brown eyes
and blushed. “Well… it’s nothing really, just what I’ve picked up
in the last six – ”

“STOP,” I snapped. “Don’t do that.
Don’t be modest; don’t lessen your worth like that. You’re an
assistant, but you just showed a better grasp of the big picture
than a couple of Harvard MBA’s I’ve hired in the last month.”

Which was absolutely true – and which was
making me rethink what I was paying those MBA’s.

“Don’t play it off,” I continued. “It’s damn
impressive. You’re damn impressive. Don’t ever make yourself
out to be any less than what you really are.”

Situations like this always infuriate me. She
had so much potential – so MANY people have so much
potential, like that Stanley guy down in the lobby – but they just
threw it all away because they didn’t believe in themselves.

And the fact that she was throwing it all
away just fuckin’ killed me.

“It’s also a little sad,” I said, because I
couldn’t hold back my feelings.

She’d been staring at me slightly glassy-eyed
up until now. I figured I’d been boring her, but then she jerked
back into the here and now.

“What is?”

“That a woman like you is working for an
idiot like Klaus. The situation should be reversed – and if it
were, I would hope you’d fire his ass.”

She grinned. “In a New York second.”

I was happy to hear that answer – but I
didn’t just want to inspire her à la Tony Robbins and leave it at
that.

So I decided to bring it back to
flirtatious.

“I see so much potential in you, Lily,” I
said, my voice low and seductive. “A huge future. Somebody who
could really go out there and kick some ass. Smart, capable, funny,
charming… beautiful, if it’s not inappropriate to say that
again…”

Her mouth dropped open the slightest bit
more.

Damn I wanted to kiss her…

Not yet. There’s still business to attend
to.

But if I couldn’t kiss her, I was going to
tease her.

“It’s too bad you’re such a doofus,” I said,
and grinned – just to let her know I wasn’t serious.

Her eyes went from glassy to outraged.
“What?! I am not!”

I was about to assure her it was a joke when
she suddenly asked, “…what exactly do you mean by ‘doofus’?”

“Somebody who, either out of a lack of
intelligence – which isn’t your problem – or a deficit of
self-esteem, sells herself short and puts up with crap she
shouldn’t. Only doofuses work for douchebags,” I said, using a
humorous tone of voice so that she knew I was joking.

Sort of.

She crossed her arms and scowled. “I have to
pay rent, I have to eat, and if the only way to do that is to work
for an asshole, sorry, Mr. Bigshot ‘Gonna Buy The Company
Someday,’ but I like having a roof over my head and dinner every
night. It’s not going to be that way forever. It’s only temporary.
Haven’t you ever had to put up with crap, ever, or is
your life so charmed that you never had to overcome any
setbacks?”

Impressive.

She had backbone.

She had gumption.

She had plans.

I really couldn’t bring up anything about my
own past, or I’d blow my cover.

So I just laughed, and headed for her boss’s
office. “Alright, alright… so you’re just a little doofus.
Come on, let’s go dig up some more evidence of your boss’s
douchebaggery.”

She looked at me like she didn’t quite know
what to make of me… and then walked over and unlocked the door.
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I spent another hour going through Klaus’s
files. I knew the companies I was looking for – they were all
analogous in size to corporations I invested in or sat on the
boards of. Lily found the ones I wanted and kept a respectful
silence as I pored over them.

Halfway through, I got a text from
Johnny.

Not to rush you, boss, but I thought you said
an hour? You okay?

I texted back: I’m fine. Something came
up. Just hang out.

Finally I’d had enough of looking through the
files. Klaus was shitty at his job, and now I had proof to kill the
buyout.

But I had a more pressing problem on my
hands.

How to move from a business relationship with
Lily… to something a little more personal.

Actually, a lot more personal.

I could ask her out for a drink… but she
probably won’t leave work… working late… coffee. I bet she would
have coffee with me.

Then I remembered the last time I’d been
here, up in the boardroom on the top floor. And I remembered what
was up there.

But how to get inside…?

I scanned Klaus’s desk.

Like a dumbass, he’d left his security badge
right there by his computer.

Excellent.

I looked up at Lily. She was watching me
intently.

“I feel like a cappuccino,” I said. “You feel
like a cappuccino?”

Her face fell.

Shit, Templeton, you really have the
touch.

“Uh… I guess I could go get some Starbucks if
you want,” she said, trying not to sound too disappointed.

I gave an inner sigh of relief.

“Screw that. Last time I was here, there was
a pretty nice machine up in the boardroom. Want to check it
out?”

She immediately perked back up – but then the
fear took over.

Would a lowly secretary break into the
company board room to have some coffee with a stranger?

We were about to find out exactly how naughty
Lily Ross really was.

She narrowed her eyes again. “When were
you here?”

“Oh, long before your august tenure at
Exerton began. So, what do you say?”

“I don’t have access to that.”

I picked up Klaus’s badge. “I found this on
your boss’s desk. I’m pretty sure he has access, doesn’t
he?”

“I… I don’t think we should do that…”

Sell it, Templeton – sell it –

“Oh, come on, live a little. Besides, you’re
supposed to give me anything I want, remember? And right now, I
want a cappuccino, and I want your company.”

She looked at me, her eyes wide.

I could tell she wanted to.

I silently willed her to give in.

“…okay,” she reluctantly agreed.

YES.

Game ON.
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I tried to make it fun – two kids sneaking
out of the house, or raiding the family liquor cabinet. I wanted
the good vibes to overwhelm her fear – and it worked. She laughed
all the way up to the top floor.

Sure enough, Klaus’s badge got us into the
boardroom. There was a nice view of downtown Los Angeles, with the
lights of the traffic twinkling in the darkness. Up here, above the
noise and the grime on the street, it was almost as pretty as you
could get.

Perfect.

Just as I thought, the cappuccino machine was
a La Marzocco GS/3. I remembered because I’ve got one at home.

Lily seemed lost as she inspected it, though.
“I have no idea how to work this.”

“I’ll take it from here,” I said, and began
prepping the machine.

“Did you work in Starbucks in college or
something?”

I gave her a half-frown, half-smile. “What?
Where did you get that?”

“You know how to work that machine.”

“I own one.”

She shook her head. “Must be nice.”

“Nothing but the best, Lily. You should try
it sometime.”

She rolled her eyes at me. I grinned and
fixed the drinks.

After I was finished, we took our cappuccinos
back to the boardroom. I made sure the lights stayed off. Better to
see the city lights, yes… but also way more romantic.

I took a sip as I looked her over.

“This was worth the whole trip,” I said.

She looked over at me. “The view?” she asked,
though she was obviously fishing for a compliment.

“No, the coffee,” I said, and playfully
lifted my cup.

She hit me lightly on the arm.

Ohhhhh, a hitter…

I wonder if that energy comes out in other
ways, too…

I put on a deadpan face. “What? I make a damn
good cappuccino.”

“I hear it’s pretty easy when you have a
million dollar machine to make it for you.”

“Oh really? Is that why you did such a great
job of preparing it for us?”

“Fine,” she said, though she really meant
Smartass. “You make a damn good cappuccino.”

“Finally, credit where credit is due. But, I
have to say, there is one other thing that makes the
cappuccino absolutely amazing…”

“What?”

I stared into her big brown eyes.

She was holding her breath… which I
liked.

“…the view,” I whispered.

She smacked me on the arm again.

I laughed. “Aaah! I’m going to report you to
HR for that!”

“For what?”

“Physical abuse and intimidation.”

“You don’t even work here.”

“Okay, I’m going to report you to HR after I
buy the company.”

“In that case, I don’t ever have to worry
about it, then,” she said, then took a sip of cappuccino and smiled
at me.

She had just the slightest bit of foam on her
lip.

Immediately I thought, There’s my opening
play.

I gestured to her. “You have a little, uh,
foam on your lip.”

Her smile fell, and she tried to wipe it
off.

“Here, I’ll – just hold still.”

I reached out and touched her mouth.

I could feel her body trembling beneath my
touch.

GOD that turned me on.

I brushed my finger across her lip
seductively. For the first time, I let her see my true feelings –
no humor, no playful flirtation, just naked desire. That I
wanted her.

And she moaned.

Softly – just barely – but she moaned.

She blushed furiously, as though ashamed of
what she’d given away.

It was one of the biggest turn-ons I’d ever
experienced in my life.

Just as I was about to lean forward and kiss
her, she surprised the hell out of me.

She opened her lips and licked the tip of my
finger.

Softly.

Slowly.

She seemed so innocent and conservative… and
I guess I had let myself believe that, and only that.

I’d forgotten the part about still waters
running deep.

My heart started beating faster as she began
to suck, ever so lightly, playing her tongue over my fingertip.

I was getting hard – so hard – just
feeling her mouth, her lips, her tongue.

I couldn’t stand it anymore.

I pulled my fingers away and kissed her.

God she tasted sweet… and not just from the
sugar in the coffee.

I wanted to taste her all over, to find out
if she tasted that sweet everywhere.

I wrapped her up in my arms, crushed her
against me as my need for her became a raging fire.

I wrapped my arms around her, feeling her
curves, her breasts pressing against my body.

She opened her mouth to me, and I slowly
began to French kiss her. So sweet… so soft… so inviting… so
sensual…

I lowered my hands and felt her ass – Jesus,
what an ass. I cupped one cheek in my hand and forced her against
me, pressing her against my cock, which was harder than I could
ever remember. It ached to be inside her.

And then she surprised me again.

Her hand drifted slowly… ever so ladylike…
down below my belt…

…and she began to caress me.

Ohhhhhhhh…

She just kept tracing her fingers slowly up
and down my cock… pressed her palm against it, as though she wanted
to cup it, to hold it.

I wanted her to hold it. I wanted her
to stroke it, to lick it, to play with it, to put it inside
her.

I had never wanted something so much in my
life.

She moaned again as she stroked me. Moaned
right into my mouth as we kissed.

I hadn’t felt like this in years.
Miranda had never been this passionate; she’d always had a cool
detachment throughout. Never made a noise.

But this girl…

…I wanted to make her come just so I could
hear what she would sound like.

I took my hand and put it over hers, pressed
her hand over my cock, made her hold it tighter.

Then I whispered in her ear, “You feel
that?”

She nodded silently.

“YOU do that to me,” I whispered.
“YOU make me hard like that.”

As I said it, I ran my lips along her
earlobe.

She whimpered. I could feel her trembling as
she rubbed me harder.

I reached up and grabbed her hair at the nape
of her neck, softly pulled her head back until her throat was
exposed – and then I began to kiss her. Lick her. Light flicks of
my tongue across her skin, mixed with hot, feverish kisses.

Then I put both my hands on her ass, lifted
her up, and placed her on the table.

Her hand dropped away from my cock, but I
didn’t care about that at the moment.

I wanted to touch her breasts.

I kissed her on the mouth and slowly moved my
fingers to her blouse, circling the curves under the cloth.

DAMN it had been too long since I’d done
this.

I felt like a teenager again, I was so
excited.

I started at the outside and slowly moved
inwards, around and around, feeling the swell of her breasts, first
cupping one, then the other, loving the weight of them in my palm.
My fingertips brushed over her nipples, which were so hard I could
feel them through both her bra and blouse.

I cannot tell you how badly I wanted to have
my mouth on them.

But I denied myself momentarily and kept on
kissing her, nuzzling her – and she kept moaning, a low, soft,
trembling sigh, her face fixed in an expression of ecstasy.

I couldn’t wait anymore. I unbuttoned her
blouse as fast as I could and pulled it off. Now she was sitting
there in front of me, creamy skin under a little black lacy bra,
the swell of her breasts tantalizing me like two gorgeous, ripe
peaches. They were smaller, maybe a B cup, but goddamn they were
beautiful – firm, soft, with an enticing little valley of
cleavage.

I had to have them NOW.

As I kissed her, I reached around and undid
the clasp.

She started to shrug off her bra, but I
stopped her.

The first time you see a woman’s breasts is
like your first sip of an exquisite wine, or tasting an incredible
dessert: it’s something you should savor, and make last as long as
possible.

“No. I want to do it,” I demanded, my
voice hoarse.

She nodded and looked at me so innocently it
almost killed me. I bent down and kissed her shoulders, licked her
skin, and slowly slid the strap off her left shoulder. Then I did
the right strap. Then I moved down into her cleavage, kissing and
licking as I pulled away her bra.

Jesus Christ she had great tits.
Teardrop shaped, perky, dark pink areolas –

I lowered my head and enveloped one with my
mouth.       

She gasped as I sucked, running my tongue
over one erect nipple, then switched to the other, always cupping
the opposite breast in my hand, playing with it, fondling it. She
arched her back like a cat and moaned louder. I pressed both of her
breasts together with my hands and let my tongue slide wetly from
one tiny erect point to the other.

And then she pushed me away.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, puzzled.

“Nothing,” she whispered, those big brown doe
eyes staring into mine as she moved her hands down to my belt. “I
just want this.”

Her tone – innocent but seductive, lustful
but sweet – nearly drove me insane.

I leaned my head back and groaned as she
rubbed me through my pants. Then she undid my fly and slipped her
hand inside.

Oh FUCK.

Her soft skin, so cool to the touch, brushed
against the base of my cock, which felt scorching hot by contrast.
Her tiny fingers hesitantly encircled me, and I felt like I might
come just from that luscious, feather-soft pressure.

She slid off the table and knelt down in
front of me, her face just a couple of inches away as she undid my
belt and tugged my pants to the floor. Though she left my boxers
on, there wasn’t much left to the imagination: my cock was hard as
steel as it strained against the cloth.

Her eyes got wide as she stared at it, and
her mouth opened the slightest bit.

I’m on the bigger side of ‘large.’

I’m guessing she liked that.

She touched my thigh, and then slid her hand
around to my ass. Caressed it. Cupped it. Squeezed it.

She looked up at me coquettishly and bit her
lip.

FUCK that drove me wild.

Lily, you keep doing that, and I’m going to
throw you down on the floor and take you RIGHT NOW.

She pulled my boxers down gently, pulling my
cock down with it. I grimaced the tiniest bit – it was so hard and
rigid that it was uncomfortable pointing downward at an angle like
that – but I was enjoying the show too much to stop her. Just like
when I pulled her bra off, she appeared to be savoring the
experience. She tugged my underwear down slowly, revealing the
base… then pulled it farther, sliding the boxers further down the
shaft… until she finally pulled the cloth free of the tip.

It bobbed up into place, all discomfort
gone.

She just kept kneeling there, looking
at it.

It was an incredible turn-on.

Most women I’ve been with have enjoyed my
cock quite a bit – although, unfortunately, not as much as my
credit cards.

But it had been a long time since anyone
looked at it with the expression Lily had right now.

Like she was entranced.

Then she did that thing again: she
looked up at me with those innocent brown eyes, and bit her lip,
like she wasn’t sure she should do what she had in mind.

I wanted to groan and shout, I was so
frustrated.

I was about two seconds away from throwing
her down and ravishing her –

And then… she reached out and started to play
with it.

She caressed it slowly, her touch like silk
as she ran her fingers along my entire length, circling it with her
fingers, slowly stroking up and down. The whole time she just
stared at it, watching it in her hand as she pleasured me.

I felt like I was riding a wave, several
notches below orgasm. I wasn’t going to come from it, so it was
almost like torture as she caressed me with no attempt to take me
higher.

And the whole time she just stared at it,
watching it in her hand as she pleasured me.

I moaned some more.

A contraction jolted my cock, and a huge drop
of pre-come beaded up from the slit in the head. She rubbed her
palm across it and wet my shaft down, slowly spreading my own
juices over me, slicking me down, doubling the sensation, making me
moan.

Then she leaned forward and kissed it.

I gasped when those gorgeous little lips
touched the crown.

Then it got even better.

She ran her tongue up my shaft, all the way
to the head… paused at the top… then licked me back down to my
balls.

Then she pulled my cock away from my body – I
could feel the tendons at the base strain as she pulled – and
slowly enveloped the head with her mouth.

JESUS.

Wet – so wet.

Warm, then hot.

Soft.

Even wetter.

She took in a little bit more of my shaft –
but not much. I could tell she wasn’t exactly experienced at this,
but I didn’t care; I was just enjoying her blissed-out expression
as she softly, sweetly sucked. I loved the feel of her mouth on me,
all wetness and heat; loved watching the head of my cock slowly
disappear into her mouth; loved seeing her soft, pink lips gliding
over my skin. She moved so slowly that I felt everything –
her tongue sliding across me, the wetness, the heat… all the while
staring at me with those big, brown, trusting eyes.

It was one of the most erotic things I’d ever
experienced.   

Then she started running her hands up and
down my shaft, slowly, letting some of the wetness from her mouth
dribble down and lubricate her touch. I closed my eyes and just
stood there in ecstasy, feeling her hands slippery around my girth,
her mouth lingering over my head, her tongue swirling, her
fingertips tickling my balls.

GOD I was getting so close –

But I didn’t want to come in her mouth.

I didn’t just want a blowjob.

I wanted to fuck her brains out.

I wanted to hear her moan and scream.

So I gently pushed her away from me.

The head of my cock slid away from her lips,
and suddenly I was back in control.

Well… kind of.

But I felt a wild, furious need inside
me that I hadn’t felt in forever.

She looked up at me, surprised, like Did I
do something wrong?

I wanted to cup her face and tell her, No,
you did EVERYTHING RIGHT.

But what came out instead was, “I need you
NOW,” my voice thick with lust and urgency.
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She nodded, overcome, and I pulled her to her
feet.

At this point, I was a man possessed.

I had to get her clothes off her NOW.

Apparently she felt the same way about
mine.

I unzipped her skirt and pulled it off. She
almost ripped my tie off my neck, then undid my shirt buttons in
record time.

Once my clothes came off, she stood back and
stared at me, mouth slightly open.

I liked it – but not as much as I liked
looking at her.

God she was delectable. Soft and sweet with
curves in all the right places.

Once I was naked I knelt in front of her,
hooked her panties, and pulled them down her legs. She was
thoroughly wet, which turned me on even more. Her underwear was
practically soaked through. Her scent wafted from the neatly
trimmed hair between her legs, tantalizing me, beckoning me.

I pulled her hand and she knelt down in front
of me. I grabbed her ass and pressed her against me as I kissed
her, deep and long and wet. Then I lowered her onto the carpet,
slow enough that she could stretch out her legs. I put one hand
against her thigh, pressing it outwards, and began to lower myself
–

“Condom,” she gasped.

Of course – damn it –

I nodded and ransacked my pants for my
wallet. Even though I’d been celibate since Miranda, I carried a
couple of condoms just in case.

For a night like tonight.

I ripped open the wrapper, pinched the end,
and started to roll it down my shaft – and noticed that I had an
appreciative audience. I liked that. I actually got harder putting
the condom on, which is not something that normally happens.

Then I got harder still when she reached out
and touched her fingers to the ring of latex, and began to slowly
unravel it all the way.

I can safely say I have never had a
woman put a condom on me as erotically as Lily did. Like it was
foreplay in and of itself.

Once it was unrolled all the way, I
positioned myself on top of her, and she leaned back on the floor.
I braced myself with one arm, then caressed her pussy with the
fingers of my other hand, rubbing one fingertip softly across her
drenched, swollen lips.

She cried out, and her whole body suddenly
spasmed.

I stopped what I was doing. “Are you
okay?”

She nodded several times, very rapidly. “Uh
huh.”

Wow, this girl’s right on the edge…

I leaned over and kissed her again, tasting
her lips and her tongue… and at the same time, I guided the tip of
my cock to her pussy and slowly, slowly pressed into her, sinking
into her, but no further than the head –

God DAMN that feels amazing.

She was so tight, so wet, so warm, so soft
–

Suddenly she came.

Surprised the hell out of me, too.
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Her body bucked, and her moaning became one
long, sustained wail.

Sweetest sound in the world. Forget church
bells and birds chirping, there is no more beautiful sound
than a woman coming.

I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.

I watched as her face twisted up into a mask
of ecstasy – another thing women are self-conscious about, but
which every guy I’ve ever talked to absolutely loves to see.
Her eyes rolled back in her head and she shivered, and then her
wail became “Oh my God oh my God,” over and over, punctuated by a
few more moans.

I just watched, fascinated and more turned on
than ever. I wasn’t thrusting – I was barely even inside her – and
I didn’t want to do anything to rock the boat, so to speak.

After about twelve seconds, she stopped
making noise, her face relaxed, and she opened her eyes like she
was waking from a glorious dream.

I grinned at her; I couldn’t help myself.

“Wow, you’re responsive. And that was just
the tip.”

She immediately blushed crimson.

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

I had to laugh; it was about the most
ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. “For what?”

She smiled goofily, realizing that I
certainly hadn’t minded the show.

Then I considered that maybe she was one of
those women who are super-sensitive after they come.

“Can you go on?” I asked, trying not to make
her feel pressured.

She seemed to take stock of her own body…
then nodded. “Just… go slow at first.”

“Okay,” I said, and kissed her again.

I took my time, kissing her softly as I
slowly moved inside her… entering her one inch, then pulling almost
all the way out… then sliding forward two inches, then back out…
then three inches… letting her get used to me, waiting to hear any
gasps that were more pain than pleasure.

She was pretty tight. It felt amazing for me,
but I was concerned about her. Luckily she was so wet that I just
slid in with minimal friction… and I didn’t hear any pain. Just
lots of pleasure.

She did gasp once, when I was almost all the
way inside her. The sound was different from her other noises –
deeper, more urgent. I froze, afraid I might have hurt her.

Her eyes fluttered open. “Don’t stop.”

Exactly what I wanted to hear – though I was
concerned she was ignoring her own body’s signals just to please
me. “But are you – ”

“DON’T STOP.”

I laughed out loud, then kissed her again as
I continued to push a little further inside her, then pull out…
then go even deeper, then pull out…

Her whole body would shudder and tremble, and
her lower lip would quiver, and I would get a little closer to
orgasm just watching the rapture on her face.

I wasn’t going very fast at all, nor was I
all the way in, when she began to moan again. She rocked her body
upwards to meet mine, angling her hips, changing the pressure on my
shaft, caressing my cock with her pussy.

Jesus, I was getting close to coming – and I
didn’t want to.

I pulled out of her slowly, almost all the
way, waiting until the danger died down.

She whimpered a little, like she wanted me to
continue.

So I did – a tiny bit faster, a little bit
harder.

She started moaning with every stroke, her
eyes fluttering back in her head. I cupped her face with my hands
and kissed her lips, her chin, her cheeks, and began to go faster,
rocking, then actually thrusting, making sure I didn’t hurt her –
but all she did was angle her pelvis against mine, rocking upwards
to meet me, enveloping me with those sweet, wet lips of hers.

I began to whisper in her ear – little
breaths and sighs that quickly became groans. I nibbled on her
lower lip as I thrust harder inside her, going deeper, almost
bottoming out inside her, my thighs slapping against hers, our
bodies crashing together. I began to groan louder, and she began to
cry out: “oh – oh – Oh – OH – OH – ” over and over again, a
building crescendo, and I prayed she was okay, that she would say
something if I was hurting her, because I was past the point of no
return – I could feel it building deep inside me, my groin
tightening, my cock hard and swollen and almost bursting –

“Oh God, Lily, oh God, oh God,” I whispered
into her ear as I slammed into her harder, trying to go as deep as
I could, and then she was crying out “Oh Connor, Connor, CONNOR,
OH GOD CONNOR – ” as she clasped my ass in her hands and
raked her fingernails across my back, and suddenly I was going over
the edge, and I knew this was it, no turning back and I thrust even
harder and faster and she was screaming in ecstasy, and I joined
her, shouting as I came, an insane burst of pleasure jetting
through me, my whole body tense as I thrust into her one final
time, as far as I could go, deep as I could get, and I felt myself
explode as our cries comingled and then slowly waned.

I lowered my head in exhaustion and began
kissing her face, her mouth, anywhere, so long as I could kiss
her.

We kissed for a couple more minutes, me just
enjoying the sliding of our sweat-slicked bodies… until I knew I
should withdraw and deal with the condom.

“Don’t move,” I said. I reached down, grabbed
the edge of the latex, and slowly pulled out of her. Once I was out
I kissed her breasts, her stomach, and that little place where the
tendons of a woman’s leg join her body. She must have liked it,
because she gasped a little.

“Be right back,” I grinned, then walked into
the kitchen area where the coffee machine was.

I thought about cleaning up by myself first,
but figured she’d be self-conscious if she had to do it alone. I
grabbed a box of Kleenex and some bottled waters from the fridge,
then walked back into the boardroom.
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We both cleaned up at the same time. I
noticed that she watched me the entire time she did it… and again I
felt that flush, that little ego-driven thrill, that she was taking
her own pleasure in watching me naked.

We drank some water, then I lay down next to
her and pressed my body against hers. I luxuriated in touching her
everywhere – her breasts, her stomach, between her legs. She did
the same, tracing her fingers across my chest and arms, my abs and
thighs.

I decided I wanted a little bit more. “Turn
over,” I commanded.

She gave me a slightly panicked look. “Uh…
why?”

I knew exactly what she was thinking –
although it wasn’t why I wanted her to turn over. “Just trust
me.”

She gave me another concerned look… but
turned over onto her belly.

I wanted her ass, yes – but to touch it, to
kiss it, to caress it. I moved over the gorgeous curves, down the
inside of her thighs, lightly grazing her pussy along the way… just
by accident. (If you believe that, I have a bridge in Brooklyn I
want to sell you.)

I kissed her everywhere: the small of her
back, her spine, her shoulder blades, her neck… and then worked my
way back down with tiny little flicks of my tongue.

I was almost to her ass when I joked, “I bet
when you came in this morning, you didn’t think you’d be having sex
in the company boardroom.”

Wrong thing to say.

It was like somebody had plugged her into a
wall socket.

“OH MY GOD!” she screeched, and jerked away
so fast she smacked my face with her ass. (Not that I would have
minded, under ordinary circumstances.)

The sudden change – from sensual afterglow to
meth-head freak-out – almost gave me a heart attack.

“What?! What is it?!”

“Oh my God, I can’t believe I did this!” she
cried as she stumbled to her feet and began snatching up her
clothes.

Ohhhhh… NOW I get it.

I laughed out loud. I wasn’t trying to be
mean; there really just wasn’t any other logical reaction. I mean,
if you work for a company and decide to fuck in their boardroom, I
figure you might as well deal with your qualms upfront so you can
at least enjoy the experience all the way to the end.

And what was the point of freaking out when
you hadn’t even been caught yet?

I put my hands behind my head and watched her
gather her clothes in a frenzy. I noticed she kept glancing over at
me, for longer and longer intervals, with a look of barely
suppressed lust.

There might be hope yet.

“Stop. Come here.”

I tried to catch her hand as she passed by,
and failed.

“I’m so going to get fired,” she
whimpered as she pulled on her underwear. Which, nice as it was to
watch, was going in the opposite direction I wanted.

“Nobody knows we’re here,” I said
soothingly.

“There are cameras!”

I tried a joke, like I liked the possibility:
“Reaaaally.”

She didn’t take it as a joke, though.

“Well… not in here, but out in the
receptionist area! Somebody could have seen us go in, and – ”

“And we’ll tell them we were drinking coffee.
Come here,” I said, and tried for her ankle.

No go – she evaded me again.

“It’s going to smell like – like sex!” she
whispered, sounding for all the world like some 80-year-old church
lady discussing sinful acts perpetrated up at Lover’s Lane.

She bent down to the floor and patted the
carpet where we’d done the deed. Apparently her worst fears were
confirmed, because she screwed her eyes shut in agony. “Oh
God…”

“What?”

“It’s… it’s wet,” she whispered haltingly.
“…where we had sex.”

Good grief. If I had my druthers, we would
have gotten every inch of the carpet wet. And the table and
chairs, too.

I figured she needed a little push outside of
the box, so I uncapped my water bottle and poured some out over the
offending ‘wet spot.’

“Ooops. Look at that. Spilled my water.”

She about had a conniption fit. “Cut that
out!”

“Where’s the woman I just had sex with?” I
asked. “The wild and crazy one? I want her back.”

And I did.

Badly.

I was ready for Round Two. Despite the drama
queen reaction, all I wanted was to pull her back down to the
floor, rip off her clothes, and have my way with her again.

That wasn’t what was going through her
mind, though.

“She’s gone,” she snapped. “She just
got replaced with the woman who realizes she’s probably going to
get fired for this, and she still has three hours of reports to –
”

She stopped midsentence, got an even
more pained look on her face, then pressed her palms into
her eye sockets like she was fighting a blinding migraine.

I sighed. I could see this wasn’t going to go
my way, so I just stood up and grabbed my clothes.

“You shouldn’t worry so much,” I told
her.

“Easy for you to say. Your job isn’t
on the line.”

“It’s a crappy job, Lily.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

Again, that crazy, resigned, fatalistic line
of logic that everyday people carried wherever they went.

I hate being whipped every day while I push
this grindstone around!

So leave and find something better to do.

But if I do that, then I won’t be around to
get whipped while I push this grindstone!

“You should get one you like,” I said.

She gave me an angry, unhappy look, and I
realized I wasn’t going to ‘logic’ her into feeling better… so I
just got dressed instead and let her try to wipe the boardroom of
all traces we had been there.

Which made me a little sad.

She was treating it as the scene of the
crime…

…and for me, it had been the happiest I had
been in months.

Maybe years.




 


18

 


She was rinsing out our coffee cups in the
sink as I finished dressing. I leaned up against the doorway and
watched her… watched that gorgeous ass… thought about how much I
wanted to undress her again… how much I wanted to hear her cries
and moans…

“Lily,” I said softly.

She turned around and looked at me
distrustfully. “What?”

The way she said it…

Like she was a totally different person from
the woman I’d walked in here with.

I just shook my head. “…never mind.”

That seemed to make her even madder.
“What?!”

Maybe if I got her out of this fucking
place, she’d calm down.

“Walk me down to my car?” I asked.

She crossed her arms over her body and hugged
herself, like she was cold. Except she couldn’t be cold, because it
was pretty warm in here. We’d done a pretty good job of raising the
ambient temperature with our earlier, ahem, activities.

I watched her. She was lost in her own little
world of worry… but it slowly began to change. The negative
emotions receded, and a sad look slowly dawned… and then the
sadness turned to something else.

Wistful happiness.

In my line of work, I’m a negotiator, a
salesman, a confidant, an asshole (depending on who you’re talking
to) – but more than that, I’m a poker player. And in poker, the
best players don’t play the cards. They play their opponents. And
the only way to do that is to get inside their heads. Learn their
tells. Find out what makes them tick… and exploit what they tell
you to win the hand, and the game.

That look of wistful happiness was my ace in
the hole.

“What?” I asked.

She woke from her reverie and looked at me. I
could see the worry seeping back in, which I absolutely didn’t
want, so I spoke quickly. “What were you thinking?”

She sighed. “That I wish I wasn’t freaking
out, because…”

She stopped and looked abashed. Afraid to
tell me.

But for one bright shining moment, she looked
like the woman I’d brought up here, and not the one who had just
had a meltdown.

“Because what?” I prodded gently.

She looked at me in pain, like a drowning
person might as they saw their last hope of being saved slip
away.

“…because I was having the best night of my
life.”

My heart leaped in my chest – and broke a
little bit, too.

I wanted her.

I wanted to show her that it didn’t have to
be like this.

I wanted to set her free from this goddamn
prison she called home.

I wanted…

…hell, more than anything, I just wanted to
sleep with her again.

I smiled at her and held out my hand. “Walk
me down to my car?”

She hesitated for the longest time…

…but eventually she nodded, and reached out
and put her hand in mine.
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We walked out together, and I pushed the
button for the elevator. I smiled to myself as she fussed over her
reflection in the black marble walls, trying to smooth out her
hair.

If I get my way, Lily, it’s going to be a LOT
more tangled in, oh, another hour or so.

We got in the elevator.

“Still freaking out?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Let me see if I can take your mind off
it.”

I smashed every single button on the panel I
could hit with one swipe of my hand. They lit up in a smear of
glowing circles.

“What did you do that for?!” she cried
out.

“So I’d have a little more time for this,” I
said, and moved in and kissed her.

And not just any kiss – this was a full-on
‘sweep her off her feet’ play, a kiss you’d see from movies back in
the 40’s or 50’s, where the men were men and to hell with
propriety, they wanted what they wanted right now. The kind
of kiss that was sometimes preceded by a slap, but which almost
always ended up in bed, with the woman as a very willing
participant.

I could tell she was surprised, so I started
off slow – but I ramped up fast, until every ounce of my passion
for her shone through. I was trying to make love to her through a
kiss, in the hopes that maybe I could lure her back to where we’d
been up in the boardroom.

Metaphorically speaking, of course.

Mission accomplished. She basically just
melted in my arms. At first she didn’t resist – and then she
actively matched me, running her fingers through my hair as she
sighed and moaned.

But all good things must come to an end. As
we got closer to the main lobby, she started to fidget a little,
until she finally pushed me away.

I looked over at the control panel. “We have
five more floors,” I insisted, then kissed her again.

She giggled and let me go on for another
moment, but then she fought me off and started straightening her
clothes, apparently worried what Stanley the night guard would
think.

I was about to suggest a possible strategy –
walk slowly and chat about something work-related – when the doors
opened and she took off like a rocket.

I almost had to run after her.

“Hi, Stanley,” she shouted when she was still
a hundred feet away from the guy. A deaf man would have been able
to pick out the nervousness in her voice.

Stanley looked up, obviously taken aback. He
lifted one hand hesitantly, as though unsure whether he wanted to
get in the middle of whatever weirdness was going on.

I caught up with her in a few quick strides.
“Very slick,” I whispered good-naturedly. “Very under the
radar.”

“Oh, shut up,” she whispered back – and I
wanted her more than ever.

But she suddenly turned away. I didn’t know
why; at first I thought I had really offended her, but then I saw
the second bank of elevators she was heading towards, and the
‘Parking’ sign over them.

“I’m this way,” I called out. When she turned
around, I pointed towards the front of the building.

She looked flustered. “You didn’t park in the
garage?”

“No.”

“But… there’s no street parking out front
after seven,” she said, and I could see the rising panic in her
face. “They might have towed your car!”

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

“But – ”

“Lily,” I said, in as soothing a voice as I
could. “Calm down. Just walk out with me.”

She looked into my eyes, and I gave her as
warm a look as I could. She nodded once, then walked beside me
across the lobby. Once I was sure she wasn’t going to bolt, I
pulled out my phone and texted Johnny.

Come pick me up.

Then I put it back in my jacket.

“Night, Stan,” I said as we walked by the
guard station.

Stanley smiled and raised his hand again.

I wanted to tease Lily about how well people
react when you don’t weird them out – but I didn’t want to lose
her, so I just kept quiet as we exited the lobby and walked out
into the street.
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Downtown was bustling with cars, though none
were parked along the side of the streets. Apparently that alarmed
Lily, because she cried out, “Oh no, your car!”

I thought that was funny, but it was a
reasonable assumption. After all, what kind of a person had a
chauffeured Bentley at their disposal?

I was kind of looking forward to her reaction
– but I wanted to know where she stood before it showed up.

“Quit worrying about it. I have a question to
ask you.”

“But – ”

“Lily. Focus,” I said, and raised her chin so
she was looking into my eyes. I felt her tense – but she didn’t
fight me, so I kept my fingers there as I asked, “Did you mean what
you said earlier about this being the best night of your life?”

I could see the struggle play out on her face
– but eventually, the truth won.

“Yes,” she whispered.

I kissed her. I had to; I wanted her so
badly, there simply was no other option.

She tensed again – harder this time – but
eventually I felt her melt into me and give back as good as I
gave.

I didn’t want to stop kissing her… but I
could hear the soft whisper of the Bentley in the background.

So I pulled away and looked into her eyes,
which she gradually opened as though waking from a dream.

“Come with me,” I whispered.

“…what?” she asked, stunned.

“You said this was the best night of your
life. So let’s keep it going. Maybe even make it the best weekend
of your life. Come with me.”

I could see the struggle in her face:
happiness and fear, both vying for control. “I… I can’t… what are
you talking about?!”

I took both her hands in mine. “Come with
me,” I said, more urgently this time.

“But – the reports – ”

“Are crap. A fake test Klaus didn’t pass
anyway. Forget them. Come with me.”

“The office – I left everything on – ”

“Who cares? Leave it and come with me.”

There is a moment in every negotiation, every
argument, every game, where there is a tipping point. The moment
where everything is either lost or won. Usually it’s a very small
moment – and usually won by one person gradually convincing
themselves, rather than by overwhelming logic or emotion. If the
reasons to do something are overwhelming, it was never a true
negotiation or argument or game in the first place.

But this was. It was a battle between
everything she wanted… and everything she feared.

I could see it in her eyes.

And it looked like I was losing.

“Take a chance,” I whispered. “Be that woman
I made love to just now. Come with me.”

I felt her shiver, and I wanted to grab her
and spirit her away and make love to her all night long.

But it had to be her choice.

I saw the two sides warring in her eyes – and
then suddenly, desire won out, and the fear subsided.

“Screw it,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

I grinned so big that my face hurt.

By then the Bentley had pulled into place. I
turned around and opened the rear door, then glanced back at Lily
expectantly.

She looked at the car, then stared at me.

“What the hell is this?” she asked – not
angrily, but in shock.

“Just get in,” I said, and held out my hand
to her.

Again I saw desire and fear battle in her
expression – but this time, desire won with a little help from
something else:

Curiosity.

She accepted my hand and got into the car…
and I got in behind her.

At that moment, I felt an elation that came a
close second to everything that had happened in the boardroom.

You won’t regret this, Lily.

I promise.
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