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  Redemption


  Isabella


  After a humiliating breakup, I’m not afraid to admit my personal life has taken one hell of a hit. I’ve allowed myself time to lick my wounds and am not only confident my nights alone on the couch are numbered, I’ve got a solid plan for the first time in months.


  Focus on work, don’t worry about the rest.


  The last thing I need in my life right now is another complication.


  I’ve convinced myself it’s a flawless plan.


  I just have to stay off Adam Avery’s radar and I’ll be fine.


  Now that I’ve met him, I’m not sure I want to be anywhere else.


  



  Adam


  I’ve been my father’s best kept dirty secret for more than three decades.


  When my uncle, the CEO of Avery Finance, is forced into early retirement, he appoints me as his unlikely successor and the media goes into a frenzy.


  For an admitted recluse, it’s definitely a challenge, but I’ve never shied away from those before.


  I just need to stay focused, in control and avoid distraction.


  Unfortunately, Isabella Baxter might be the one distraction I can’t resist.


  Redemption is a multi-pov spin-off from The Promise Series.


  


  


  Dedication


  


  For my favorite reclusive control freak.


  I love you.
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  Redemption


  Chapter One


  Isabella


  “You’re gonna be late… you cannot be late,” I chant, grabbing my travel mug and making a sprint across my apartment toward the front door, cursing the deadbolt when it catches. “If you’re late, Sabrina will flip and if Sabrina flips, your life will enter the seventh circle of hell.”


  I throw myself into the car, a string of profanity slipping out as I see the time glowing from within the dash. I immediately peel out and nearly spill coffee all over my skirt.


  I’d like to tell you I’m running late because I was out all night, partying with my friends. I’d like even more to tell you that I hooked up with some random guy who rocked my world so hard we kept my elderly neighbors awake until three in the morning.


  Both would be a lie.


  I was up late binge watching Netflix, slumped against my futon while I gorged myself on low-fat ice cream in my underwear. That statement probably wouldn’t sound quite as depressing if it hadn’t been the third night this week.


  Glamorous, I know.


  The truth is, I’ve never given much thought to how inactive my social life is. In fact, I hadn’t thought about it at all until a couple of weeks ago. I’d been content with my laidback routine for the better part of a year, but I wasn’t on my own then. At least, I didn’t know I was.


  Now? Now, I’m very much on my own.


  I’m not a total lost cause. I have a few close friends, but most are part of a couple. Since Ben and I split, the last thing I want to become is a third wheel or someone’s matchmaking project.


  Besides, I need to focus on me for a while. Focus on the career I’d pushed to the side a year ago when I met the man I thought would be my happy ending, only to find out I was little more than a binge for him, as well.


  That is if I can manage to get my ass to work on time.


  Thirty minutes later, I slam on the breaks in front of the familiar high rise on Broadway and shove my door open quickly.


  I wonder if he ever ‘fessed up to his real girlfriend?


  “Stop it,” I admonish myself as I toss my flats into the floorboard, slipping on my heels and moving toward the entrance. “The guy was a lying, cheating, good-for-nothing creep and you’re late.”


  I shake my head clear and release the deep breath lodged inside my chest, trying my best to push all the negative shit away from my mind.


  “Good morning, Mr. Frank,” I smile, flashing my badge toward the heavyset security guard who has been here to greet employees every morning for more than forty years and me personally for the past four.


  “Buongiorno, Isabella,” he says with a toothy grin in his deep voice, gravelly with age and making my smile widen. “When are you gonna let me take you on a date?”


  “Mr. Frank, you know you’re the only man in my life,” I give him a playful wink, chuckling when he lets out a loud hoot. “Have a good day!”


  “I will, doll face,” he calls after me. “You do the same.”


  I may have my qualms about my career, same as most anyone. If I’m being honest, though, it’s a great job. I officially started at Avery Financial immediately after completing my college internship here and I count myself just as lucky now as I was then to have it.


  Is the work always exciting? No, not really, but I’m doing something I like. Despite my free-spirit, advertising is something I’d gravitated to early in college. The fact that I’m able to get paid doing something I both enjoy and am good at? Well, I’d be crazy to ever complain about that.


  I shake the thought and make my way to the elevators, hoping like hell when I step off, my supervisor will already be holed up in her office for the morning. As the doors slide open, I poke my head out and breathe a sigh of relief as I see the floor mostly empty.


  “Oh, praise Jesus,” I whisper, stepping out quickly as I glance over my shoulder, walking directly into a well-tailored chest with an umph that jostles my coffee. “Jeez! Would you watch where you’re going?”


  “Running late?” I hear through my grumble as I scan myself for any sign of spilled coffee.


  “Why don’t you-?” I start, promptly biting my tongue when I see who is attached to the well-tailored suit I’ve just slammed into.


  Adam Avery, as in Avery Finance, as in the newest CEO and the man who has the power to ruin my life with the mere suggestion of my replacement.


  I don’t know much about him. What I do know is the media went insane when he seemingly came out of the shadows to take over the company a month ago when his uncle, the former CEO, fell ill. None of us have any idea where he came from and he seems just fine keeping it that way.


  We were all heartbroken to see Richard Avery go. Despite the rumors swirling around his family after his nephew arrived, he was such a sweet and caring man who was very well-loved by his employees. We’d hoped keeping the business in the Avery family would prove to produce another wonderful boss.


  Instead, we got the only Avery qualified to run this company: the well-built, stone-faced demigod in front of me.


  And I just spilled my hazelnut latte all over his tie.


  “Go on,” he arches his brow while the rest of his face stays put, staring down at me expectantly.


  “Shit…” I blurt, my cheeks heating wildly when he tilts his head in further surprise at my objectionable behavior. “I’m sorry,” I manage, searching around me for something to help clean the spill. “Let me just…”


  When my surroundings give me nothing, I quickly reach into my bag for a receipt from the gas station and begin awkwardly attempting to help. I manage to soak up some of the liquid, but as I begin to scrub at the silk tie that was likely worth half my weekly salary, it’s not looking any better. In fact, it seems to be getting worse by the minute.


  “Can you please stop?” he finally says as he squares his jaw, putting us both out of our temporary misery as my eyes come back to his. “Just go.”


  “Okay,” I nod as I internally kick myself, stopping when I hear him clear his throat once more. “Yes?”


  “Which department are you in?”


  “Marketing and advertising,” I answer, pulling a nod from him.


  “Sabrina Michaels is your direct superior?”


  “Yes,” I mutter.


  “Perfect,” he squares his shoulders as he moves back toward his office without another glance in my direction. “Let her know I’d like a word with her.”


  Fuck. Me.


  



  


  Adam


  As if I didn’t have enough to worry about this morning, I could add smelling like a stale gym sock to my agenda thanks to my little rendezvous on the main floor with...


  I didn’t catch her name.


  I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t noticed her the first week I arrived. She’s tall, petite and her long mahogany locks make her blue eyes pop. She’s everything any hot blooded man would notice, I just don’t have time for anything more than the mountain of paperwork on my desk at the moment. My assistant, Richard’s assistant, hasn’t shown up to work after it was announced he wouldn’t be returning, leaving an ill-equipped temp named Margaret in her place.


  Margaret isn’t helping anyone.


  I’ve spent my first month here fighting to not become overwhelmed. I’ve done the legwork, buried myself in the tasks Richard left in the air when he was forced into early retirement, but I still feel like I’m running a marathon most days.


  Was I surprised when I found out he’d passed on his company to me? Maybe, but with my absentee father dead and my cousin, Simon, in an out of rehab for the better part of a year after snorting up the bulk of his inheritance, I can’t say it comes as a complete shock. He’s always said he wanted to keep this business in the family and despite the tumultuous relationship I’d had with my father, I’ve always maintained a positive one with Richard. He’s one of the few ties I have to the Avery name.


  The first order of business on my agenda is to finish getting up to speed on what could potentially be one of the most lucrative contracts in this company’s history. My uncle had worked tirelessly to get the project up and running, speaking to me about it often, so I know it’s something that means much to him. Not only do I not want to let him down, I don’t want to let myself down, either.


  Everything I’ve done since I stepped through those doors four weeks ago has been building up to this.


  Failure is not an option.


  When my mother got pregnant with me, my father failed to mention he was married to another woman. Instead of being a man and taking responsibility, he bolted, only offering minimal support when my mother threatened to go to the media and reveal the kind of man he truly was.


  Needless to say, there was no real support from my father growing up and I watched my mother struggle for years as a single parent. I’d maintained a relationship with my uncle and paternal grandmother, but for the most part, I’m an Avery by default. Once I was of age, I’d even considered changing my name altogether, but resentment is a tricky thing and I’ve never been one to resist a good old-fashioned grudge. As much as I hated the man, having any other name than Avery would make things far too easy on dear old dad.


  I busted my ass through school making the first of my fortune a year ago, selling the internet-based company I’d started in college. Now, I’m sitting pretty as a CEO of a major corporation.


  It hasn’t come without its complications. When Richard announced his retirement and my immediate appointment as CEO, I became the dirty little secret my father had been hiding for more than thirty years. The first couple of weeks were admittedly hard. I was harassed by the media. Day and night, I was followed and ridiculed, both my competence and bloodline in question. Reporters wanted the inside scoop of how my father had kept his extramarital affairs a secret, wondering where I’d been hiding along with them.


  I haven’t been hiding anywhere. I’ve been preparing for this my whole life.


  Like I said, resentment is a tricky thing.


  I’m proud, ambitious, driven and determined… determined to prove my father wrong for all the times he called me a worthless bastard, even if it means doing it as he rots six feet beneath the earth.


  My father’s name might have helped me get this company, but I don’t need anything else from him to keep it.


  The buzz from the intercom and the voice that follows pulls me from my bitter thoughts. I release a long, cleansing breath and I face it, pressing the button.


  “Yes?”


  “Mrs. Michaels is here to see you, sir.”


  “Please send her in.”


  A moment later, a small-framed older woman with prominent features and a nervous smile makes her way into my office, her lips falling when my lips don’t turn up in response.


  “Good morning, Mr. Avery. It’s nice to finally meet you,” she begins. “You asked to see me?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I confirm with a curt nod, gesturing toward the vacant chair in front of my desk. “Please have a seat.”


  “Thank you,” she smiles once more, settling in front of me before giving me her full attention. “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”


  “There is,” I nod, taking a seat on the other side of the desk. “One of the women in your department, the one who asked you to see me?” I begin, her eyes shifting in understanding. “What is her name and what position does she hold in your department?”


  “Isabella Baxter,” she says immediately. “She’s my assistant and works directly under me. However she also spearheads a few of our smaller campaigns.”


  “Does she?” I ask, raising my eyes from the screen in front of me that holds Miss Baxter’s personal file. “Which accounts are hers?”


  She mentions accounts I’ve heard little about, but are familiar from lists I’ve been going over since my arrival. She’s trying her best to remain calm, but I can tell by her body language, the way she discreetly begins to wring her hands in her lap, she’s nervous.


  This isn’t the first time I’ve made someone nervous.


  “Would you say she’s an asset to your department?” I ask, resting back in my chair. “Is she competent? Reliable? Knowledgeable?”


  “She has been for years, sir,” she nods. “However, she’s been having some personal issues recently that have caused her to not be quite herself lately.”


  “Personal issues have no place here,” I cut her off, pulling another nod of understanding. “This is a business.”


  “I agree, sir,” she says. “I plan to address the issue and give you my word it will be taken care of. There won’t be any future incidents with Miss Baxter.”


  My mind flashes to the girl I’d bumped into this morning, the way her voice rasped as she quietly attempted to put me in my place before realizing who I was. Her blue eyes, her full lips, her round ass as she walked away… something about having no future incidents with a woman like her makes something inside me twinge with regret.


  I shake the thought and face the nervous woman across from me.


  “That won’t be necessary,” I offer, pulling a look of surprise from her. “I’ll handle it directly.”


  “Of course,” she smiles.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Michaels. That will be all.”


  


  


  Chapter Two


  Isabella


  After a stern tongue lashing from Sabrina promising me the very hellacious day I was trying so desperately to avoid, I slip in my earbuds and go to work, eager to dilute my disaster of a morning by lunch.


  I pull up the morning notes and agenda, giving them a quick once-over and getting myself up to speed on where I need to be. As her assistant, she trusts my gut instincts more than I do most days, typically very interested in what I’m able to add to each project. I have a few smaller projects of my own, but the big accounts that come with the even bigger payoffs all have her name stamped on them at the end of the day.


  It’s a little discouraging knowing I’m working so hard to basically further someone else’s career, but I’m an optimistic girl. I know one day all this hard work will no longer go unnoticed by the higher-ups.


  I just need to be patient and keep busting my ass until then.


  I’ve made it through the bulk of my morning, tugging along to Alabama Shakes when my phone begins to vibrate, making me jolt in my seat. When I see her face on the screen, I look at the clock and cringe.


  “I’m coming!” I say, not bothering with a proper greeting. “I swear to God, I’ll be there in just a second. I’m already on my way!”


  “I don’t believe you,” my best friend, Christie, says lazily into the line. “I did the first time. Hell, I even believed you the fourth and fifth time, but you can’t fool me with your lies anymore. I know you’re still sitting at your desk.”


  I freeze, looking around for a second, sure she’s hiding behind some plastic plant somewhere before I return my attention to the phone I’m holding.


  “Where are you?” I whisper into my cell phone.


  “I’m at our table. The same table we’ve sat in for the past two years,” she says with a chuckle. I don’t have to see her to know she’s rolling her eyes. “What? Did you think I snuck into the building and was watching you from behind a plant or something?”


  My eyes narrow as my lips curl into a smile.


  “No!” I lie, yanking my purse up from its spot on my desk and hoisting it up on my shoulder. “I’m not insane, you know.”


  “Well, that’s up for debate,” she snorts. “So, are you on your way for real now or what? We have to talk about Amy’s bridal shower tonight.”


  Dammit. I forgot that was tonight…


  Probably because I’d rather rip my own arms off than go to another bridal shower.


  “Yeah, I’ll be there in a second,” I start, quickly saving my work before shutting off my monitor and checking the clock a second time. “Will you order me a-”


  “You!” the sound of his voice cuts me off, causing me to whip around, surprised he’s much closer than I think. The half dozen other people in my department all spin with me, their eyes falling on me when they realize I’m his next victim, making me even more self-conscious. “My office. Now.”


  “Christie, I’ll call you right back,” I whisper into the phone before dropping it into my purse, Adam Avery’s hazel eyes boring into mine.


  Before I can manage a response, he turns away from me and pushes his door open, hesitating only slightly as he notices I’m still frozen in the same spot.


  He glances over his shoulder and one glimpse of his jaw squaring has my feet moving despite the unease I’m feeling inside.


  All I want is a salad… I think in frustration. How can a lunch hour go so horribly wrong before I’ve even managed to leave the building?


  I head toward his office, avoiding awkward glances along the way and find him pacing behind his desk.


  While my stomach is a mess of nerves, it occurs to me as I step inside his office that this is the first time I’ve been in here since Richard left. He’d always been a firm believer in the old open door policy, which we all appreciated. However since his departure, the door to this office has never felt so shut.


  It’s weird to be in this space now. I can’t help how my eyes begin to roam the walls we’d all been so familiar with up until a month ago. It feels the same in some ways, but in others it’s somehow completely alien, like nothing is in the right place, wherever the right place might be.


  “Close the door behind you,” he orders, pulling me from my thoughts again.


  A quick glance toward my phone as I turn away has me discreetly rolling my eyes. Christie is going to be so pissed… I think as I push the door shut. I’m admittedly annoyed that whatever he needs to speak to me about couldn’t have been addressed in a friendlier manner, not to mention wait until after my lunch hour. However, after my little performance this morning, I think better of telling him as much.


  I’ve heard stories about this guy, that he’s all business, a real hard ass with control issues.


  My laidback, hippy tendencies don’t usually mesh well with those types and the last thing I need is to get on his bad side.


  When I face him again, he’s finished his pacing and is facing me, rubbing his palm over his strong jaw. The action seems uncharacteristically nervous for someone like him. I consider this for a moment before the bright crimson of his tie distracts me.


  “I’m sorry again about this morning,” I offer, trying my hand at a little ass kissing in hopes it gets me to my lunch before it’s over and my best friend disowns me for standing her up. “I’m not sure if I properly apologized before, but it certainly wasn’t the first impression I was hoping to make with you.”


  Taking the few steps that separate me from the chairs across from his desk, I sit, tossing my purse into the seat beside me. When I face him, I’m surprised when his seemingly tense demeanor remains the same despite my apology.


  “Are you comfortable?” he asks, his eyebrow cocked slightly. I can’t tell if it’s in amusement or annoyance.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “So, tell me,” he continues, ignoring me. “If that wasn’t the first impression you’d hoped for, what was?”


  I consider his question, unsure how to answer him and after a moment, I say what feels natural.


  “Pretty much anything but spilling my coffee on you would have been better. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  Probably not the best second impression.


  His lips quirk up slightly for a moment before he resumes his stiff expression, giving me a subtle nod. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he thinks my words are funny, but I’m not sure this guy thinks anything is funny.


  He seems like he has a huge stick up his…


  “Fortunately for you, I believe in second chances and I’m in a generous mood this afternoon,” he says. “But I only give them once.”


  “Okay…”


  “I assume you’d be interested in redemption?” he muses, pulling a nod from me. Whatever gets me to my lunch, dude. “You may have noticed my assistant has been absent for the past few days.”


  “I have.”


  “I received a phone call regarding a project Richard was working on before he handed things over,” he continues. “We’re currently in negotiations and the largest of the deals on the table, so to speak, was due to be signed on next month. However, due to a scheduling conflict with our potential contractor, the meeting has been pushed up.”


  “Okay,” I manage, the word coming out slowly and drawn out, still unsure of the direction our conversation is taking or the reason behind it.


  Why would he be talking to me about an account Richard was handling? Sure, Richard was friendly and spoke about things with us in passing, but so far, his nephew has proven to be the polar opposite in every way. Besides, thanks to Sabrina, as far as Adam Avery knows, I’m nothing more than a lowly assistant.


  “Is there something I can do to help?” I offer, but admittedly, it’s only out of desperation to leave.


  “There is,” he nods, surprising me.


  “Of course,” I shrug. “Whatever I can do.”


  “Perfect,” he smiles gently. “Be ready by seven.”


  



  


  Adam


  “Excuse me?” she starts, raising her eyebrow.


  There’s something about her defiant expression that pulls me in multiple directions. One part of me is annoyed, but the larger part is intrigued. I’m not a man who shrinks from challenge, but I’m also not one who handles resistance smoothly in all situations.


  Needless to say, I’ve grown used to getting my way.


  “Despite my forgiving nature this morning, I won’t tolerate tardiness, especially when it means a client might be kept waiting,” I continue, ignoring the way her cheeks flare as she bites her lip in an effort to not let her mouth get away from her for a third time today.


  The sight of her bothered like she is makes my cock jolt, but I push away the thought as quickly as it comes. I can’t get involved with anyone right now, especially not an employee.


  “You’ll need to wear something flattering, yet professional. We’ll be having the meeting over dinner at the Omni, so I’ll expect it to be something appropriate,” I continue, my eyes scouring her figure before they return to her eyes. “Preferably silk and in a deep shade of blue.”


  Although I can feel her eyes on me, I receive no response, something else I’m not used to. The frustration is radiating off of her and rolling across my office toward me, but she says nothing.


  Interesting.


  “If you have no further questions, that will be all for now, Miss Baxter.”


  The phone on my desk begins to light up when she finally finds her voice.


  “I don’t own a blue dress,” she grates out, finally breaking her silence and pulling my eyes to hers. “And even if I did, I have plans tonight.”


  “You’ll cancel them.”


  “I’ll cancel them?” she smirks, although there’s no humor in it.


  “Yes,” I say simply. “As for your attire, I’m flexible on the color, but only just. I don’t like anything flashy or overstated. There’s a place for both and this meeting is neither.”


  She raises her eyebrow, squaring her shoulders as she cocks her head to the side in surprise at my assertiveness. She’s challenging me. Again, something I typically won’t tolerate, but something about the particular challenge on her lips makes it a little less annoying and a little more…


  “Well, Mr. Avery,” she cuts off my indulgent thoughts, her voice dripping with veiled sarcasm. “I think it’s fairly safe to assume I don’t have any attire that you would approve of,” she manages, giving me one of the most insincere smiles I’ve ever seen in my life. “And my plans can’t be cancelled. I’m very sorry, but you’ll have to make other arrangements.”


  “I see,” I nod, redirecting the call to my voicemail, clearing my throat. I stand and make my way around the desk, holding her firm gaze until I come to a stop directly in front of her. I study her silently as I rest comfortably against the edge of the mahogany, our eyes never faltering as I wait for her to crack. She never does and that makes it impossible for me to not be further intrigued. I flash her a soft smile. “Miss Baxter, what is your title here?”


  I know the answer. I read every piece of information I could get my hands on before she ever took a step into this office.


  “I’m a strategic account representative and marketing coordinator as well as the direct assistant to Sabrina Michaels,” she says easily and with a sense of pride. “She’s the head of your advertising department.”


  “Ahh, that’s right,” I nod, my eyes never wavering. “Well, Miss Baxter, my title is CEO, which means if I tell you that I need your assistance with something and ask you to be ready by seven, I expect you to be ready by six forty-five. I don’t care what your plans are,” I continue, ignoring the way my cock twitches a second time at her furious expression. “Unless you were planning to spend the evening burying your dead grandmother, you will accompany me tonight or you won’t need to bother coming in tomorrow.”


  This time, she isn’t able to keep her expression even.


  “You can’t… you can’t do that,” she insists as her eyes grow wide in shock at my admittedly asshole declaration.


  “Of course, I can,” I smile smugly. “In fact, I can assure you the list of things I cannot do is very short and sweet, Miss Baxter,” I promise arrogantly. “You’re the assistant of one of my employees, which makes you an assistant of mine should the need arise. Well, the need has… arisen.” My eyes flash in animalistic desire despite my best efforts as her chest begins to heave just slightly despite her own. “As for your attire, something can be arranged, but that’s the extent of my compromise on this. Do you have any questions?” I ask, another moment of heated silence coming from her before I glance down at my watch and realize this has eaten up more time than I’d anticipated. “Excellent. You’ll be contacted within the hour regarding the next step. There is also a file being sent to your email that will get you up to speed on the main points of this evening’s meeting. I’ll expect you to read it thoroughly beforehand. You will also be debriefed on the way,” I warn, not bothering to look up, yet feeling her furious gaze. “You may leave for lunch, but after that, I’ll expect you to be near your desk should I need to give you further instructions. Am I understood?”


  I can feel her glare on me as she presumably weighs her options, remaining silent long enough for me to meet her eyes again.


  “Miss Baxter,” I face her, raising an eyebrow at her defiance as she rises in front of me, jaw tensed and her blue eyes smoldering as they hold mine. “Am I understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  


  Chapter Three


  Isabella


  “Can you believe the balls on that guy?” I rant, watching Christie shake her head in answer across the table at me while I shove a rushed bite into my mouth, making a face when I continue talking as I chew. “I mean, seriously!”


  “Aww, you poor thing,” she offers, sticking her lip out before rolling her eyes. “You had to spend ten minutes alone with a successful, attractive man talking your way out of a date.”


  “Okay, first of all, this is not a date. It’s harassment at best,” I argue, my eyes widening when she snorts. “Don’t laugh at me, Christie! I’m serious! I have half a mind to call the board on his ass.”


  “And say what?” she laughs harder. “That your boss asked you to attend a work function?”


  “No,” I narrow my eyes at her accusingly before waving her off. “Oh, nevermind. You don’t get it. You don’t have to deal with this shit at your job.”


  “You’re right. I’m sorry,” she offers, this time more genuine. “Please finish telling me about your plight and despair from within the executive floor.”


  She’s trying very hard to appear supportive, but it’s almost impossible to miss her amusement at my outrage.


  “You’re lucky you ordered my lunch for me,” I tease, sipping from my iced tea. “Anyway, the whole thing is just unfreakingbelievable. I’m so mad I could just spit.”


  “It’s a damn shame,” she sighs.


  “I know!” I shout dramatically. I shake my head in annoyance at the thought before shoving another bite into my mouth. “And then when I told him what my job was, the bastard had the audacity to smirk at me! Smirked! Like it’s some kind of lame ass job!” I balk. “I’ll tell ya what’s lame. It’s lame that you have to blackmail your employees to get a freakin’ date. That’s lame!”


  “But I thought you said it wasn’t a date?”


  “It isn’t,” I admit, cutting my eyes again before I smirk. “That particular word just happened to fit better into my tantrum.”


  “Well, regardless, you’re absolutely right,” she agrees, handing me a napkin as she tries her best to hide her smirk. “I just can’t help but wonder…”


  “Thanks,” I take the napkin. “Wonder about what?”


  “How many times have you thought about him naked since he bossed you around?”


  My hand freezes mid-air, my cheeks heating for a moment before I narrow my eyes at her.


  “Zero,” I say, but we both know I’m lying.


  Even as he was ruining what was left of my Friday and apparently my evening, I couldn’t help but notice the way his obnoxiously expensive dress shirt hugged his chest, how he licked his lips before he spoke or how his voice went slightly husky when he said my name…


  “You’re so full of crap!” she laughs, tossing a French fry at my face to pull me out of my trance. “You’re thinking about it right now!”


  “Well, of course I am now!” I lean back against my chair. “I wasn’t until you brought it up.”


  “Whatever. I don’t buy it,” she shrugs, waving me off. “I’ve only seen a few grainy tabloid pictures of Adam Avery and I’ve imagined him naked five times since you got here. There’s no way in hell you were locked in an office with that man for ten minutes and didn’t think about it before I brought it up.”


  “I admit nothing,” I say, reaching for my bag and ignoring her laughter as I move to stand. “Except that you’re an evil little woman and p.s. how dare you?”


  “Where are you going?” she laughs louder as I toss my part of the tip onto the table and replace my sunglasses.


  “I have to get back. Otherwise…” I make a face, miming a slice across my throat. “Send Amy my best and tell her I’m sorry I missed her shower.”


  At least I dodged one bullet today.


  “Yeah, I’m sure you’re real broken up about it,” she smirks, making me laugh.


  “Well, it’s nice to be nice,” I shrug.


  “True,” she allows, holding her grin. “Alright, honey. Call me later.”


  “I will,” I smile. “Thanks for lunch.”


  I make my way back to the building, admittedly surprised when I find my chair being occupied by a large box and a delivery man standing nearby, waiting impatiently.


  “Excuse me?” I start, setting my bag down on the edge of my desk as he turns to face me. “Can I do something for you?”


  “Miss Baxter?” he asks, his expression remaining even.


  “Yes?” I answer, unable to keep suspicion from my voice. “Who are you?”


  “I need you to sign for this package, please,” he says, ignoring my question and instead thrusting forward his electronic pad and stylus.


  “What is it?” I gesture toward the box on my desk, eyeing him curiously as my hand hovers over the screen.


  “I don’t know, ma’am. I’m just the delivery guy. They give me an electronic box and a list of signatures I need for the day,” he sighs, surely exhausted from dealing with people like me asking the same stupid question all day. “I won’t get my x-ray vision training until I’ve been on the job a little while longer.”


  I feel my eyes narrow at his dry comment, silently commending him for his quick wit as I glance down at his badge.


  “Don’t get your man shorts in a bunch, Lewis,” I tap the hard plastic adorning his uniform. “It was just a question.”


  “And what an excellent question it was,” he smirks, not bothering to hide the bite of sarcasm still playing on his lips. “Listen lady, are you gonna sign for me or what?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I’m sorry. I just… I’m behind. I have a full route and this express order of yours kind of made me miss my lunch,” he admits, his annoyed expression shifting into one of apology as I hear the door behind me creak open. Adam Avery steps out to have a word with his makeshift assistant, his eyes falling on me almost immediately. He’s all business, but I can feel his eyes on me, something in the way his gaze stays locked on me making my cheeks heat. “It’s not your fault,” Lewis continues, pulling my attention back to his. “My boss is just on my ass today.”


  “Well, you’re absolutely right. It’s not my fault, but lucky for you, I have recent experience in having my lunch breaks hijacked due to a pushy employer,” I offer, reaching into my bag for the cookies I’d gotten from the café. “Here you go and godspeed, Lewis,” I take one for myself and hand him the rest of the bag before I sign an expletive onto the device and I flash Adam a saccharin sweet smile. “Pain in the ass bosses are the worst.”


  



  


  Adam


  Once she’s finished with the little show that has done little more than frustrate me on every level imaginable, I’m heading back to my office when she moves toward the box I’d had delivered, piquing my curiosity. I intend to watch silently from my door, but as she reaches for a box cutter, I clear the distance between us.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I warn quietly, pulling her eyes to mine. “The contents are extremely delicate.”


  “I assumed it was something office related,” she admits, gesturing toward the box. “You sent this to me?”


  “I did,” I nod. “You said you didn’t have anything appropriate and I’m not completely unreasonable,” I struggle to keep my voice even, something I can’t remember the last time I’d done. “Call it an olive branch of sorts.”


  “Oh,” she says, her expression falling as she pushes it to the side and forgets it instantly.


  “Excuse me, Mr. Avery,” we’re interrupted, another employee pulling my eyes away from her for a moment and handing me the paperwork we’d just been discussing.


  “Thank you,” I offer, taking it from her and scanning its contents, flipping through the pages.


  “Was there something else you needed from me?”


  “Are you not curious?” I ask, my eyes still scouring the document. “For all you know, I’ve just sent you the ass end of a horse suit.”


  “No, I’m not…” she whips her head around to face me. “Wait. Did you just make a joke?”


  “Perhaps,” I smirk, signing the document I’m still studying in the appropriate places and giving a subtle shrug. “I guess you won’t know until you open the box.”


  “Perhaps,” she quips, making me bite my tongue. “But it doesn’t look like it’s going anywhere. Besides, something tells me if there’s a horse’s ass at dinner tonight, it’s not going to be me.”


  Her comment brings my eyes to hers, finding the false sweetness that has become her signature within the span of a few hours stretching over her lips.


  “You’re growing quite bold, Miss Baxter,” I manage, the tick of my jaw impossible to ignore as I take a step toward the edge of her desk, wiping the amusement from her expression. I don’t miss the way her breathing begins to grow shallow as she peers up at me from beneath her thick, black eyelashes. “You’ll do well to remember who you’re speaking to. Understood?”


  She says nothing, her nostrils flaring slightly in defiance, making my brow raise.


  “I asked you a question and I don’t care for repeating myself,” I warn low, my own breath heavier as I see her chest begin to expand with her own gasp at my closeness. “Now, answer me. Am I understood?”


  She releases a low breath, clearing her throat and squaring her shoulders as she keeps her furious gaze locked on mine.


  “Yes,” she grounds out. “I understand just fine.”


  “Perfect,” I say, offering a wide smile that only further infuriates her. “See you at seven.”


  


  


  Chapter Four


  Isabella


  As much as I hate to admit it with how angry he’s made me at every turn, whatever Adam sent me has me biting my nails in anticipation for the rest of the day. I can’t be sure if it was actually the contents of the box or the way he’d invaded my space, making me lightheaded with his shift in demeanor, but whatever it is, I can’t get him out of my mind.


  I’m not typically one for surprises, especially those coming from such a pompous ass, but for some reason this box has me on the edge of my seat. I’ve almost cracked at least three times. However, the promise of knowing I’m pissing him off by not giving him what he wants at the drop of a hat has more appeal than anything that would fit inside this box ever could.


  That doesn’t mean it isn’t driving me crazy.


  Despite my curiosity, I manage to make it to my car before I give the parking lot a quick scan and lift the edge of the lid, taking a peek inside the box. After a frustrating three layers of frivolous wrapping, my fingertips taste the delicate brush of silk resting inside. A peek no longer sufficing, I toss the lid completely to the side altogether and finally take in the dress he’d chosen, searching for a flaw and sinking into my worn leather seat when there aren’t any.


  “Shit,” I hiss, shaking my head before I throw my car into gear and head back to my apartment in silent fury.


  It’s perfect.


  The soft silk, the deep shade, the classic a-line cut… it’s all impeccable and the thought of wearing something so beautiful has me silently giddy the whole way home.


  That’s what really pisses me off.


  This whole situation is a real shame.


  If his uncle is any indication, Adam comes from a great family and he seems like a decent guy when he’s not on his bullshit, macho power trip. He dresses well, has more money than Jesus and I’d be crazy to not notice how gorgeous he is. His roman features, his strong, athletic physique, the sexy Southern drawl that slips out low and husky as he speaks my name… As much as I hate to admit it, the combined effects of Mr. CEO have me in knots, but the fact remains.


  The guy is a prick with a capital P.


  By the time I make it back to my place, I’ve barely got time to pour myself a glass of wine before I have to start getting ready. I curse and rant and throw a fit the whole time, but once I slip on the dress, I cease my tantrum and admit defeat.


  Even in my childish fury, I have to admit the asshole has great taste.


  The shade he’s chosen makes my eyes pop like ice, the dip in the neckline suggests just enough and the silk hugs my curves like a bedsheet.


  If I didn’t know better, even I would swear he’d seen me naked by the way this dress drapes so perfectly over my ass.


  “At least he has one redeeming quality,” I sigh in frustration as I drain my glass, setting it down on the kitchen counter before I pull up my email on my phone.


  I should have read this hours ago, but in my quest to refuse subordination, I’d put it off until last minute, opting instead to give it a quick scan as the polish on my toes finishes drying.


  Deciding after skimming the first four paragraphs that it’s not only boring as hell, but likely includes little information that will be expected of me to know, I shut the email and toss my phone to the side.


  I’ve already sent the obligatory best friend selfie to Christie and am putting on the finishing touches on my hair and makeup when I hear a knock on the door, pulling an eye roll from me as I move toward the front of my apartment.


  “I’ve still got nineteen minutes!” I call out, shaking my head as I reach for my purse and toss a few must-haves inside, cringing when the second round of knocking pulls at me. “Oh, for the love of Pete,” I grate out, fully irritated now as I clear the distance between me and the door. “Pushy ass drivers. You drive big bad boss man to a couple meetings and all of a sudden, you think you can just tell a person how to live their life. Well, let me tell you something, asshole,” I rant, swinging the door open. “You are literally not the boss of-”


  Shit.


  “You were saying?”


  “I um… I thought you were your driver,” I admit, hating the way my chest seizes in humiliation as Adam’s hazel eyes find mine. “I didn’t expect you to pick me up yourself, much less come to the door.”


  “So I heard,” he says, his even expression doing nothing to dull my embarrassment. He gives me a once-over, showing nothing in his features as his eyes pause on my half-curled strands. When he begins to speak once more, his voice is soft enough to make my cheeks heat slightly. “Are you almost ready?”


  “No,” I say as I shake my head. “You said seven, so I wasn’t expecting you for a few more minutes.”


  “You’re right. I did say seven,” he admits, the corner of his lips quirking up just so. “I also said when I tell you seven, I expect you to be ready at six forty-five,” he glances down at his watch before returning his eyes to my narrowing gaze. “Which it currently is.”


  “If you wanted me to be ready at six forty-five, why did you say seven?”


  “Miss Baxter,” he begins, forcing a smile as he tenses his jaw. “Do you make a habit of forcing all of your guests to argue with you in the hallway in front of the neighbors before following through with engagements?”


  “Most of my neighbors are ninety and half-deaf. I’m sure they haven’t even noticed,” I promise, extending my arm as I take a step back, the fake smile plastered on as he steps inside. As I push the door closed behind him, I drop my voice so low he can’t hear me. “Besides, you weren’t invited, so technically you’re more like an intruder.”


  



  


  Adam


  While I wait, I force my eyes away from my watch and the nerves that it puts into my chest, instead focusing on the apartment she calls home, taking in the details.


  It’s small and the feminine décor has a bit of a bohemian edge to it I didn’t expect. You shouldn’t be expecting anything. She’s your employee, I think to myself as I shake my head clear, focusing my attention back to the meeting we’re about to be late for.


  I’m about to call out to her when she returns, looking even more well-polished than she had before. I get a proper look at her and fully appreciate the way the silk falls over her skin, hugging her curves in all the places I’d imagined. Her hair falls over her shoulders in soft waves, her blue eyes popping and making my breath catch.


  “Now I’m ready,” she says quietly, reaching for the small clutch she’d previously abandoned and grabbing her house keys before moving toward the door.


  I follow her, waiting as patiently as I can manage as she moves to lock her door, the sound of whispered profanity pulling my eyes to her.


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing really. It’s just my door,” she sighs, still twisting her wrist as she pulls on the handle in an effort to find a winning combination. “I asked my landlord for a new one a month ago, but he’s been taking his sweet ass time,” she shakes her head, trying again. “It’s been getting jammed. I either can’t get the latch to turn over or the key gets stuck. It’s incredibly annoying,” she admits, pulling the key out altogether and trying to start over, resting her forehead on the frame when it refuses to budge. “I’m trying.”


  “May I?” I ask, taking a step closer.


  “Be my guest,” she nods. She begins to move away, but I stop her by reaching around her shoulders and effectively caging her in, not missing the way her breathing catches. My fingers move to pluck the keys from her grip as I gently place my hand over hers.


  “Stay where you are,” I order soft. “It might take both of us.”


  “Okay,” she replies, her tone just as low.


  “Pull hard on the handle,” I instruct, feeling her dark hair brush against my chin as she nods in agreement. “Forgive me if my next words are intrusive or come off as anything other than genuine curiosity, but I’ve never known my uncle to be anything but generous with his employees,” I start as I continue to finagle the lock, struggling to feel it catch. “I’m sure you’re paid well enough to not be forced to live in a place with ill-working locks.”


  “Any place I could afford in the city would be half the size and I like my space,” she shrugs, slowly relaxing. “Besides, it’s charming here. I have neighbors who sing to their house plants, ya know? There’s something to be said for people like that.”


  “Fair enough,” I smile soft, appreciating her sentimentality even though it doesn’t necessarily trigger much for someone like me. The truth of the matter is, I’ve always envied people with a tie to things like that. I don’t, however, so it isn’t something I often understand. “Use your weight,” I insist, shaking my head clear from the thought and maneuvering the key into the lock. As the smell of her perfume hits me, I clear my throat in an effort to stifle a groan. She hears enough to have her eyes flitting up to mine. “Pull it tight,” I say low, watching her follow my instruction, but nothing happens with the door. “Harder. Like this.”


  I grip my hand more firmly over hers and twist it just enough to feel the bolt catch, twisting my hips and inadvertently brushing against her ass. The friction pulls a gasp from her at the same time I bite my lip and the lock slides into place.


  Jesus Christ.


  “All set,” I say, my voice low as I release my grip and watch her swallow hard as I step away. “We should be going. I’d like to arrive before the others.”


  “How did you…?”


  “I’m good with locks. Let’s just leave it at that,” I say simply, cutting her off and not delving into the subject regardless of the smirk her curious expression puts on my lips. “Follow me.”


  


  


  Chapter Five


  Isabella


  We make our way toward his car quickly and I’m unable to deny my surprise that he’d driven himself until I see what he’s driving.


  “Is that a Maserati?”


  “Yes. A GranTurismo Sport,” he nods, pulling my door open and meeting my eyes as if his words mean nothing. “I have to admit, I’m surprised you recognized it. Have you driven many?”


  “Have I driven many?” I ask in amusement. “Definitely not. I’ve never even seen one in person before now,” I admit as I slip inside and take a look around, finding him studying me as he slips behind the wheel. “It’s beautiful. I’m definitely a fan.”


  “Thank you,” he says politely, making quick work of checking the rearview before pulling away from the curb and slipping into the light traffic that will take us to The Omni.


  A comfortable silence surrounds us in the car and although I’m slightly surprised at the ease of it, I don’t question it much. Instead, I opt to enjoy the sunset and the way his cologne permeates the leather interior, invading my senses. The sound of my phone chiming distracts me and I can’t help but giggle when I read the text from Christie.


  Damn, girl! Screw professionalism… That’s a six-figure ass right there. If you don’t get a promotion, you should sue the gorgeous bastard xo


  “Something I said?” he asks, his voice making me jolt slightly as he breaks the silence.


  “No,” I shake my head as I set my phone to vibrate and slide it into my clutch. “Just… it’s just my friend. The person I had plans with tonight,” I ramble my explanation. “She was just answering me.”


  “Ahh… that’s right. You did say you had a prior commitment this evening,” he begins, changing lanes and slipping into traffic effortlessly before glancing at me from the corner of his eye. “I know I didn’t give you much of a choice in the matter,” he smirks, the playfulness in his expression both surprising me and causing my cheeks to heat. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t really in a position to allow much argument, but nevertheless, I appreciate your compliance,” he says politely, albeit stiff. Glancing over once more, his eyes traveling lower this time to the dip in my cleavage. “And you look lovely. Quite perfect for tonight’s purposes, I’m sure. I hope it wasn’t much of an inconvenience.”


  “Thank you,” I offer, honestly stunned by his abrupt change in personality and tone.


  It must be the car, I think to myself. This car would put anyone in a good mood. I’ve been in it for five minutes and already, I feel love drunk.


  The shift in his demeanor surprises me after how serious he was only a few minutes earlier. I get lost in the sound of the low music in the background, the gentle waves crashing against the shore off in the distance as the car hums beneath me. His low and masculine voice fills the car occasionally, his thoughts almost completely mirroring mine as he takes in the sunset that’s been captivating me since we began our drive. As we move along the curve of the road, the brightness of the sun hits the car and I can’t help but squint slightly. He notices.


  “We’ll be around the corner soon. It’ll help with the glare.”


  “I don’t mind it,” I admit, glancing over at him and swallowing the gasp that comes with seeing Adam Avery this close beneath the rays of the sun.


  “There’s nothing quite like it,” he agrees with a soft smile.


  “Have you ever met someone who complains about a sunset?” I ask, making him nod. “Don’t you kind of hate people like that?” I continue, making him nod once more as a smirk spreads over his lips. “God,” I whisper as I glance back out at the bay basking in oranges and reds. “Who can complain about a sunset?”


  “Savages,” he says simply, making me laugh louder than even I expect.


  “Well, I won’t argue with that,” I sigh, glancing back over at him, admiring the cut of his jaw before I clear my throat and begin to speak. “So, can you please tell me why you’ve asked me to come with you tonight?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, it’s obviously an important contract if it’s both something Richard was already working on and it requires an assistant,” I say, pulling a nod from him. “I’ve seen Richard close deals and although your approach has its differences, you seem to be cut from the same cloth. I guess if I’m being honest, I’m not really sure what you’re expecting of me or why you’ve asked me to come. I am your assistant for the evening. Isn’t that correct?”


  “Not exactly,” he admits.


  “Well, if not an assistant, then… I mean, it’s not a date…” I trail off awkwardly, my stomach churning with shame and embarrassment as I whip my head around to face him. “God, you don’t think this is a date, do you?”


  “No,” he smirks. “No, it’s definitely not that, either.”


  “I can’t imagine you’ve asked me along for no reason at all. If I’m not your assistant, then what do you expect me to add to the evening that wouldn’t have already been hashed out in previous negotiations with Richard?”


  “You’re very perceptive. I like that,” he nods. “What I expect of you is to be professional, be attentive and take good mental notes. The final papers may be drawn, but the fact that Richard has stepped down has offered a slight rift in the company’s appearance. Changing CEO’s mid-deal isn’t something that’s done often and for good reason. No one wants to make a deal with an unstable enterprise,” he explains, making me nod. “You’re there to help me obliterate those doubts, plain and simple.”


  “So you want me to smile and nod?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.


  “I wouldn’t say that,” he shakes his head, his lips curling up slightly, revealing a dimple in his cheek I’d not noticed before, but instantly have the desire to run the tip of my tongue over. “Is that what you’d call it?”


  “Call it whatever you’d like, Mr. Avery. Whatever term you choose, if that’s what you’re looking for, I feel it’s my duty to inform you that you very well may have chosen the wrong assistant for this particular task,” I smirk, holding his gaze despite the crimson staining my cheeks at my own thoughts. “As you may have noticed during our previous interactions, I’m not exactly a ‘smile and nod’ kind of girl.”


  “I did notice,” he says, unable to keep from returning my gentle smirk.


  The chuckle leaving him is somewhat playful, showing me a side to him I hadn’t known to exist before tonight. The man I’d spoken with in his office is an asshole, but the guy with the playful smirk and the lickable dimple?


  I like this guy. I like him a lot.


  “So,” I shake my head clear. “Why have you chosen me for this particular task then?”


  “A few reasons,” he admits, eyes still locked on the road in front of us as he finds our exit and heads toward the hotel. “First of all, I couldn’t very well go alone and profess unity within the company following a massively publicized change in ranks. The man we’re meeting would see right through it. He’s established and his is a business that is both sought out and very hard to come by. His wait list is miles long and he’s only agreed to not pull out from negotiations due to my name, nothing more. He’s built a great rapport with my uncle and that’s been our saving grace, but it’s important that Avery Finance continues to be portrayed as a solid company with invested assets and employees. It’s tricky to convince someone that you have such qualities to offer when you arrive to a meeting appearing to be a one man show. That’s reason one,” he continues. “I did a little digging, found out more about his company and they’re the real deal. I could understand immediately why my uncle had been so eager to have his name on this contract like he had on so many others,” he confesses. “In my own business ventures, I’ve always done best with someone who knows the ins and outs of the company at my side. I’ve spent every waking minute since I arrived learning this company like the back of my hand in order to deliver what’s expected of me. Had the meeting we’re attending tonight gone as scheduled, I may have been able to pull it off on my own. However as I mentioned this morning, negotiations have been accelerated and the single department I’ve not yet had a chance to delve into just happens to be marketing and advertising. That’s reason two,” he continues, his words finally clicking into place. “Both my uncle and Mr. Mitchell, the man we’re meeting tonight, have assured me that in order to make this deal happen, Avery needs to come off as the same well-oiled machine it’s always been, Miss Baxter. I can do that with all the other aspects, but I needed help with one. Once I got your name, I pulled up your file and found your history with our company as well as notes from previous performance evaluations. Sabrina holds you in high regard and all things considered, you seem like a good fit,” he says, pulling into the line for valet before flashing me a quick smirk. “Besides, you ruined my favorite tie this morning and I like a challenge. Smile and nod kind of girl you may not be, but a little subordination goes a long way. With that fiery little temper of yours, I thought it might just do you some good.”


  



  


  Adam


  I can’t deny the tingle burrowing low, the combination between amusement at her surprise and arousal at the way her full lips part at my suggestion making my cock ache.


  Fuck, if she only knew the half of it…


  I step out of the car, handing my keys over to the valet and making my way to her side. Her door is already open, but she remains in her seat, glancing up at me from beneath her thick lashes as I come to a stop beside her.


  “Isabella,” I say low, extending my hand.


  She ignores my hand, instead turning and using the back of the seat as leverage to push herself onto her feet.


  “Thank you,” she smiles courteously toward the valet attendant, pulling a nod from him and putting a slight smirk on my lips as she walks past me without another glance.


  “Have I offended you in some way?” I ask innocently, already knowing the answer as I lead her toward the entrance, nodding toward the doorman in appreciation as we step through.


  “I don’t do well with anyone thinking that just because I’m a woman, they can tell me what to do or how to act,” she says bluntly. “I’m not some mindless trophy who can be bought with a fancy dinner and a pretty dress, with or without the ruse of a work function.”


  Her words make my feet slow and without a second thought, I reach for her elbow and turn her to face me.


  “You think I brought you here for that? That I’ve expected your compliance based simply off the fact that you’re a woman?” I ask, pulling a nod from her. “Were you even listening to me?”


  “Of course I was,” she balks. “Bravo, by the way. I’ve got to hand it to you. You’re better than I thought,” she shakes her head. “You almost had me convinced I was actually coming to help you with my knowledge of the company and the work I’ve put in, but I think that last little comment you let slip out said it all, don’t you?”


  Her words have me biting my tongue as a laugh of frustration slips through my lips.


  “Unbelievable,” I shake my head.


  “Yeah, it really is,” she huffs, ready to storm off, but I don’t let her.


  “Stop,” I order, honestly a little surprised when her feet come to a stop although I have no intention of letting this go. “I’m only going to say this once to you, so make sure you listen because I want this to be very clear,” I begin, taking the single step that separates us and standing close enough that my front brushes against her back as I speak low over her shoulder. This conversation is one that should probably be had privately, but something inside me won’t let it wait until later. “First of all, I understand that you don’t know much about who you’re working for and I’ll take responsibility for that. I’ve been busy, but make no mistake here. I have no need or desire for a fucking trophy. And you know something? If I did, I’m pretty sure I could get one that wouldn’t argue with me at every turn,” I insist, my low tone slipping out in a growl that has her breathing heavier against my chest. “As for those orders I’ve been barking at you, it’s not because you’re a woman, it’s because I’m your boss. When I give you a task, I expect you to do it to the absolute best of your abilities, because that’s how employment goes, especially when you work for me. I know the details of how I came to become the head of this company have been completely misconstrued, but let me assure you that I don’t believe in handouts and I am not here by accident. Regardless of what you may or may not have heard, I have earned my place, I will be respected and if you want to continue working for me, you will do as I ask and that has nothing to do with the fact that you’re a woman,” I warn, the same blunt edge in my tone as hers had held only a moment ago. “Trust me, Miss Baxter. If I ever tell you what to do based off the way you look in that dress, I won’t be talking to you as your employer and you can bet your ass you’ll know the difference.”


  


  


  Chapter Six


  Isabella


  As the last of his words leave his lips, my gaze finds his and my breathing falters for more reasons than one.


  I’m not sure I’ve ever been put on my ass like that before.


  I guess a piece of me should be a little offended, but I’m not. If I’m being honest, as the maître de shows us to our private dining area and Adam’s hand gently grazes my lower back, I’m more turned on than anything else.


  Not only did I not expect him to call me out, men usually don’t, his words make me thoughtful about the kind of man he actually is.


  He’s kept himself so separated from the rest of us since his arrival, he’s become something of an enigma. The media frenzy that followed his arrival and his isolated behavior only made him come off as less human. However for the first time since he became my boss, I’m starting to see glimpses of all the things he’s been trying so hard to keep hidden.


  He’s still trying his best to keep pieces of himself private, this much is obvious, but I’ve always been pretty good at reading people and I thought Adam Avery would be no exception. However, the more time I spend with him, the more I can see his façade slipping away, revealing his hidden self. With every piece, I’m surprised to say I feel like I’ve known him substantially longer than possible.


  I remain quiet as he pulls my chair out for me and takes a seat beside me, nervously checking his watch before his eyes fall on the entrance. I settle in quietly, thinking of what I want to say knowing soon the chance to say it will be gone. I’m working through that when his voice breaks my thoughts, pulling my eyes to where he’s speaking to the waiter I hadn’t heard approach.


  “A Glenfiddich neat and a Colgin merlot for the lady,” he says before glancing down at me, eyebrow arched in silent sarcasm. “If that’s acceptable?”


  “Yes,” I nod quietly, fighting the eye roll as I wait for the waiter to ramble through the evenings specials before finally leaving. “Thank you.”


  “I hope I wasn’t overstepping,” Adam says, clearly fighting his own annoyance. “I’d hate to…”


  “I shouldn’t have made assumptions,” I blurt, cutting him off before letting my eyes drift to his. “I’ve been treated like the ditzy show pony since college and I didn’t bust my ass through grad school for that, y’know?” I continue, watching him nod in understanding, his eyes softer now. “And I don’t know you well enough to assume you’d treat me any differently. I don’t actually know you at all, so it was wrong for me to…”


  “Its fine,” he offers, shaking his head as he takes his chance to cut me off this time. “I get it. I was raised by a very beautiful and strong-minded woman. I tend to be a little more understanding than you might believe.”


  “For what it’s worth, I do believe you,” I nod, thanking the waiter for the wine as he sets it in front of me. The air is thick with tension, something I’ve always hated. I clear my throat and shake my awkward nerves away before I face Adam once more. “So, is there anything I should know ahead of time?”


  “I’m assuming you read the file I had sent to you?” he asks, sipping from his drink before relaxing against the seat just slightly.


  “Yes,” I lie clumsily, pulling a long sigh from his chest.


  “You’re lying.”


  “Not entirely,” I admit, pulling my phone from my clutch. “I read some, but not all. I was late getting in and…”


  “No excuse,” he shakes his head, raking his hand over his face. “Besides, it’s too late now. He’s here.”


  “Dammit!” I slip, pulling a groan from his lips as they morph into a professional smile, taking in the striking man walking toward our table.


  Drake Mitchell, owner of Mitchell Construction. I don’t know jack shit about construction and even I’ve heard of this guy. Not just because of his striking good looks, but because ever since he’d expanded to our area, he’s scored some of the biggest contracts and investors this side of the Gulf. From what I’ve heard, he isn’t doing too shabby on the other side of it, either.


  He’s the text book definition of tall, dark and handsome, his indigo eyes popping all the way across the room as his full lips spread wide in greeting. His strong build and confident stride only adds to his perfection and as he makes his way toward us, his charisma floods the space and I swear I stifle a whimper.


  Jesus Christ, I’d give my eye teeth to see this motherfucker naked, I think. He’s easily the hottest man I’ve ever seen up close, save for the one standing next to me.


  My cheeks flare wildly at the thought as I risk a glance to my right.


  “Adam, what do I do?”


  “Well, if I’m being frank, you’ve really left us no other options, Miss Baxter. Nothing left to do now but smile and nod,” he sighs, arching his eyebrow. “And if you’ve decided you’re bold enough to start calling me Adam, I’d prefer you wait to do so until after they’ve left.”


  Shit.


  My heart sinks in my chest.


  “I’m sorry,” I manage, making him shake his head, although his eyes stay locked forward.


  “You’ll be fine,” he whispers. “Despite the impression I may have unintentionally given you before, you wouldn’t be sitting at this table if you weren’t more than capable of getting through this dinner.”


  He stands to greet our guest and a surge of pride blossoms inside my chest. There’s something else there with it.


  I can’t identify it now, there’s a chance I may never be able to, but something in the thought of disappointing Adam Avery that suddenly makes my insides twinge with regret. If you’d told me as recently as this morning that I’d feel this way under the circumstances, I’d have called you a liar. Tonight though, I can’t deny the emotion coursing through me.


  What a difference a day makes.


  “Mr. Mitchell,” Adam says, extending his hand. Adam wears a wide and genuine smile as he accepts his grip, giving him a strong shake across our table. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. Thank you for seeing us.”


  “Of course,” Drake smiles graciously in return, his Southern drawl sending my insides back into overdrive. “Richard is a valued client and a good friend,” he continues genuinely and I decide that I like him already. “This is my business partner for the Florida branch, Brad Bennett.”


  “Nice to meet you both,” Adam says politely, gesturing toward me. “This is Isabella Baxter. She’s one of the best in our advertising department. As you know, I’m still acclimating to parts of this new venture, so I’ve asked her to be here tonight to help fill in a few of the gaps and answer whatever questions you might have regarding those aspects,” he introduces me as he extends his hand to help me stand, gripping me gently at the elbow. “Isabella, this is Drake Mitchell and his associate, Brad Bennett. They’re with Mitchell Construction and will hopefully be spearheading our next endeavor.”


  “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Baxter,” Drake smiles with a subtle nod, his ice blue eyes peering into my soul, making me giddy with his charm and insanely good looks. “I appreciate you taking the time to join us this evening.”


  “Thank you. The pleasure is all mine,” I manage, unable to stifle the girlish giggle that has his full lips quirking up on either side.


  “Brad,” he gestures, pulling my attention to the equally handsome man to his left. “Isabella.”


  “Hello, Isabella,” Brad smiles, doing nothing to ease my awkwardness.


  His features are lighter, but nothing to sneeze at. Jesus Christ. What are these boys drinking? I think as he takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze, the shade of crimson filling my cheeks pulling a low growl from my right making me swallow hard.


  “I think that’ll do it for introductions,” Adam grates out as evenly as he can, pulling my chair out for me and arching his eyebrow. Immediately, I sit.


  What the hell is that about? Is he jealous?


  I wonder, but vanquish the thought almost instantly. Even if both of these men weren’t married, to insanely beautiful women if the society pages are anything to judge by, that wouldn’t matter.


  Before this morning, Adam Avery didn’t know I existed. There’s no way I could be capable of making him jealous.


  The way he squares his jaw as he positions his chair slightly closer makes me wonder if I’m not so crazy after all.


  This is going to be one hell of a long night.


  



  


  Adam


  I don’t know what the hell my problem is, but I can’t deny the twinge of envy that flares in my chest when I see Isabella’s reaction to the men sitting across from us.


  I’m sure I can keep my newfound emotions under wraps until the slight growl slips from my chest. I’ve never been the jealous type, but something about her brings it out full force in me. I can’t explain it, but I guess I don’t need to.


  I just need to extinguish it.


  Isabella might be my employee, but she’s not mine.


  As I sit, shifting my seat slightly closer, I realize for the first time that’s exactly what I want her to be.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  Isabella


  “Well, the differences will be slight, I can assure you of that. While I’m eager to help bring forth a few fresh and exciting ventures, I’m very respectful of the work my uncle has done for this company and the community,” Adam continues, gesturing toward our server who quickly brings us another round, making my head spin.


  I’ve never been much of a drinker. I enjoy wine, but rarely in excess. As my glass is filled a fourth time in the span of just over an hour, I can’t deny my eyes are growing slightly heavy, my belly warming.


  I’d love to blame the alcohol for the latter, but that would be an obvious lie.


  Over the course of our evening, I’ve learned that the contract Richard had been negotiating with Drake Mitchell extended far past a few new buildings going up. Drake was looking for investment opportunities as well and Avery Finance was at the top of his list.


  I’ve seen Adam Avery move flawlessly throughout the office, sleeves rolled up as he got stuck in his head and barging through the executive floor barking orders, but tonight is the first time I’ve watched him performing in his element. The way he speaks, moves, his every action combined with the effects of the wine have me more than aroused.


  If I’m being honest, I’m halfway to puddle status.


  “And what are you projections?” Drake pulls at my attention.


  “We’ve projected a fourteen percent increase over the next two quarters,” Adam replies confidently. “It’s hard to guess beyond that in the current market, but I think we’ve got more than enough resources to continue that momentum into the New Year. Based off of our reports, it’s the right direction to take this.”


  “From a marketing standpoint, I’d have to agree wholeheartedly,” I offer, pulling their eyes to mine. After more than twenty minutes of me nursing my wine in silence, I don’t miss their surprise at my boldness. In fact, I’m feeling a little surprised myself, but I know my job and have had just enough wine to get courageous. “If you read over those reports, the numbers are there, black and white. However, I can attest personally that over the course of the last two years, our department has tested multiple marketing strategies and the method we’re proposing to you tonight has always delivered impeccable results. Not only is the overhead low, decreasing risk for everyone involved, but the return we’ve experienced in the past is undeniable. The design for this plan has been used successfully in a multitude of previous endeavors, all meticulously documented, and we’ve always found increases for our stockholders as well as the company itself. At least two of the last five expansions, both of which were located in harder-to-market areas, have seen vast improvements following this method.”


  “Interesting,” Brad muses. “Those are some pretty impressive statistics.”


  “They certainly are,” Drake nods. “But if you’re intent in taking this company in a new and fresh direction, should you really be reliant on policies and methods that have been used so heavily in the past? Why not teach this old dog a few new tricks?”


  “Perhaps my favorite thing about marketing is that with the right advertising campaign, an old dog can manipulate any trick you like, Mr. Mitchell, making it seem like new,” I assure him, my own confidence shining through. “Besides, I’m sure you’re familiar with the saying, ‘if it ain’t broke…?’”


  “Good point,” he chuckles, smiling broadly at Adam whose eyes I can feel on me. “I see why you brought her. She must be your ace in the hole.”


  “I’m sorry to come off forcefully,” I smile, the wine doing little to calm the blush on my cheeks. “I just know what our department and this company is capable of. I’ve seen it time and time again working under Richard’s lead and I have no doubt that Ad… Mr. Avery,” I stumble, catching myself. “Will help further our success.”


  “Well, you’ve made one hell of a presentation. That’s for sure,” Brad smiles wide.


  “You definitely have,” Adam says low, making my chest flurry.


  I can’t tell if the feeling buzzing inside my chest is due to him or the win.


  “Thank you,” I say graciously, placing my linen napkin to the side and slowly pushing away from the table. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment.”


  “Of course,” they say in unison, each of them rising with me in true gentlemen’s fashion.


  “I actually need to make a call,” Brad announces, pulling another nod from Drake and Adam as I move to stand.


  The feel of Adam’s fingertips brushing my shoulders as he helps pull my chair out has my skin on fire almost instantly. As I turn to face him, he’s closer than I thought and his hot breath dances over my skin.


  “I’ll be right back,” I manage, swallowing hard as his eyes bore into mine.


  In them, I find the same animalistic quality smoldering within his gaze I’d noticed today in his office and then again later when he set me straight outside.


  “Take your time,” he says quietly, giving me a discreet wink. “Nice work, Isabella.”


  



  


  Adam


  Drake and I settle as she goes, but I can’t keep my eyes from her until she’s disappeared around the corner.


  When I asked-okay ordered-Isabella to come with me tonight, I’d admittedly not been sure what to expect. While I couldn’t say I ever expected a smile and nod type of girl, as she’d put it, I hate to admit I hadn’t expected her to be so at ease.


  A situation like tonight’s, a business dinner negotiating multi-million dollar account with a potential investor that could transform the future of the company, is stressful even for someone like me and I’ve done it more times than I can count. She not only walked into a stressful situation looking immaculate, she’s holding true to her word of being much more than arm candy.


  She’s the last thing I need, the last thing I should want, but the complications that come with the emotions coursing through me don’t matter.


  I couldn’t want her more.


  “That’s quite the secret weapon you’ve got there, Adam,” Drake pulls at my attention, his lips quirking up behind his glass as he meets my eyes. “I can see why you’ve put your trust in her. She’s smart and she knows her stuff. You’d do well to keep a woman like her close.”


  “She’s definitely an asset to the company,” I say, leaning forward for my glass, my eyes moving back to his when I hear his deep chuckle.


  “The company, huh?” he smirks. “Well, that answers my second question.”


  “And what was that?”


  “She has no idea, does she?” he asks, swirling the ice in his glass before gesturing for another round.


  His eyes come back to mine and in them, I see the silent comradery I somehow recognized the moment I saw him.


  In more ways than one, Drake and I, we’re one and the same.


  “No,” I admit, pulling an amused nod from him.


  “I recognized the fear,” he chuckles, leaning back in his seat. “Can I give you a little friendly advice?”


  “Sure.”


  “It’s a challenge, some days more than others,” he sighs, something hidden in his expression that says there’s so much more to his story than what I’m getting over drinks. “Men like us, although we may not shy from challenge, we also tend to prefer our packages come neatly wrapped,” he smirks, pulling a nod from me. “Don’t let a little feist scare you off,” he smiles, gesturing toward the platinum band on his ring finger. “Sometimes all it takes is the right challenge to make an honest man… one woman who isn’t afraid of a little topping to turn the whole world on its axis.”


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  Isabella


  Once I return from the ladies room, my nerves are slightly settled, but only just. The moment Adam’s eyes meet mine, the same carnal force behind them steamrolls me and my breathing falters.


  I take my seat beside him and for a moment, can’t be sure if I’m imagining his closeness. The memory of tasting his breath on mine when he steadied me before is all-consuming and before our meeting has time to resume, my belly is already a flurry once more.


  Negotiations continue, although they seem to go much quicker now than I thought they would. Apparently, we’ve made a good pitch and something happened in the short time I’d been trying to gather my senses that had Adam and Drake seeing eye-to-eye.


  Another round of wine comes before the final handshakes are made and by the time they finalize the deal that I have a feeling will transform the future of the company, it’s closing in on midnight.


  Thank God for Friday nights, I think to myself. I’m much too much of a lightweight to drink this much and then be productive the next morning at work.


  Once pleasantries are exchanged and hands are shaken a final time, Drake and his partner, Brad, leave us with a promise to keep in touch, a slight shift in Drake’s tone as he addresses Adam hard to deny.


  We watch them go and we sink back into our seats with a deep sigh from both of us, Adam’s filled with relief, mine with anticipation.


  There’s a comfortable, yet exhausted silence between us, evidence of the stressful and emotional first evening we’ve shared together.


  “Can I get the two of you anything else this evening?” the waiter asks, pulling our attention.


  “One more round for each of us,” Adam says low, pulling a polite nod from him. “And the check.”


  “Yes, sir,” he smiles, leaving Adam and I alone once more.


  He glances down at me, his eyes traveling over my chest not lost on me. Normally, I’d make a fuss, but I’m not only too drunk to care, I’m just as busy memorizing the bow in his full lips and the strong cut of his scruffy jawline.


  “You’ve grown quiet,” he says, his voice quite low himself. “What are you thinking about?”


  “That that was pretty intense,” I admit when the waiter returns, seemingly instantly, and my words begin to slur just slightly. “And I’m not sure I can drink much more.”


  “I simply ask you have just one final victory sip,” he smirks down at me, his fingertips brushing mine as his eyes begin to dance. “I promise to get you home safe, but no quitting on me now,” he whispers. “Besides, you’ve more than earned it, Miss Baxter.”


  There’s something in his eyes, something slight that pulls at me deep, telling me I couldn’t deny him even if I wanted to.


  That doesn’t matter, though.


  I don’t want to deny him anything.


  “You’re the boss,” I nod, giving him a demure smile, blushing once more as a playful grin spreads across his lips.


  “Good girl,” he chuckles, tapping his glass against mine.


  He lifts his glass to his lips, his eyes never leaving mine as I drain my wine in one long gulp, following suit. As our glasses rest against the table, they clank quietly against each other, the slight ding startling us both enough to pull a low giggle from my chest.


  “That was one hell of a victory sip,” I smile, pulling a nod from him.


  “It was,” he smirks, moving to stand. “If you’re ready?”


  “Yes, thank you,” I say with my own nod, lifting myself and stumbling slightly, grateful for the way he quickly grips my elbow, steadying me although I still fall into his hard chest. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” he says, giving my arm a gentle squeeze as his eyes stay locked on mine.


  I should pull away, steady myself, maybe ask for a glass of water. I should do a million things in this moment, but as his eyes bore into mine, the taste of scotch slipping from his breath mixed with his masculine scent drowns out all reason and I do none of the things I know I should. Instead, I do the unthinkable.


  I lean up on my toes and press my lips to his.


  



  


  Adam


  Her lips are like satin.


  The moment they touch mine, I’m stuck somewhere between shock, rage and desire. I know I should pull away, but as one of her hands wraps around my neck, the other falling lazily against my stomach, all I can do is kiss her back.


  She teases my mouth with her tongue, tasting me, begging me for entry that I know ethically I shouldn’t allow. I do. I flick the end of my tongue against hers, the action pulling a soft sigh from her chest as her fingers begin to grab hold of my shirt, pulling it into her grip.


  Her body begins to relax against mine and as her nipples graze my chest, I swallow hard, the hand I’m using to steady her waist pulling her closer. Its then, as my thumb grazes low against her hip pulling a moan from her that we freeze, both of us seeming to realize for the first time the bold line we’ve just stumbled over.


  Fuck.


  Our eyes pop open simultaneously, both of us staring into the other. She pulls back clumsily, only held upright by my grip on her waist as her fingertips move to her lips.


  I’ve really fucked up.


  As badly as I’ve wanted to taste her all night, since I met her if I’m being honest, I shouldn’t have let it happen.


  I’m staring down at her, calling myself every name in the book when her voice breaks my thoughts.


  “I’m sorry,” she manages, her voice cracking as her cheeks flare in embarrassment. “Oh, my God,” she steps away, clenching her eyes shut tight as she buries her face in her hands. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have…”


  She blames herself.


  Clearing my throat, I step away from her and run my palm over my jaw.


  “Ada- shit…” she whispers to herself. “Mr. Avery, I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m so sorry.”


  My eyes dart toward hers, the regret lacing them more than I can bear.


  She blames herself when she’s the last person to blame. Even if I wasn’t her boss, the one who should be in control-the one who normally is in total control-her lips aren’t something any hot-blooded man can gaze upon without having the undeniable need to taste.


  Still, I should have been stronger.


  This isn’t her fault at all. Only one of us is to blame for this and it clearly isn’t Isabella.


  If tonight has proven anything, it’s that I want her. I want her bad, but that doesn’t negate from the fact that I never should have crossed this line with her. Not just as her boss. As wrong as that is on its own level, I know now having tasted her, knowing what I’m missing will only make things harder.


  “It was completely unprofessional,” she continues, her voice growing frantic with my silence. “I swear, I’m not that kind of girl. I would never…”


  “We should go,” I cut her off, smoothing my shirt out and glancing over at her, unable to meet her eyes.


  I see her nod from the corner of my eye, her full lower lip still swollen from my kiss tucked snugly behind her teeth.


  I lead her out of the small, private area we’d just occupied for the last few hours, giving our waiter a silent nod of appreciation as we make our way through the crowded, upscale restaurant. A few of the other diners glance up at us as we pass them, none of them aware of the turmoil going on in our minds as her make our way to the valet stand.


  Although I’m silent as we wait for my car, my thoughts are anything but. I’m at war with myself, torn between my responsibilities and my insatiable desire for the woman still breathing heavily in panic beside me. I know I should say something, anything to set her troubled mind at ease, but I can’t yet.


  How can I set her mind at ease when my own is comparable to a hurricane?


  I can see my headlights moving closer, the valet only a few feet away, taunting me with the promise of either salvation or condemnation, which I can’t be sure yet.


  “I wish you would just say something,” she whispers her admission, so quiet it’s nearly lost to the breeze as my eyes clench tight once more. “Why won’t you…?”


  “Mr. Avery?” the valet cuts her off, pulling my eyes open. “It’s been a pleasure serving you this evening.”


  “Thank you,” I offer politely, taking my keys as I feel her eyes boring into me from behind.


  “So, you can hear me, you’re just choosing to ignore me,” she says boldly, making both my cock and my palm twitch. “I’m sorry,” she tries to recover as she sees my expression. “I’m just… Jesus Christ, I’m freaking out. I wish you would…”


  “Please just get in the car, Miss Baxter,” I manage, staring down at her as her eyes grow softer with regret as she gives me a subtle nod.


  I secure her door and slowly step around the front of my Maserati, feeling her gaze on me the whole way. A quick glance across the hood confirms her anxiety and I can’t help but wonder if she sees the same thing in me as our eyes meet.


  With a deep breath, I pull the door open and slip inside, staring out ahead for a brief second before I wind my seatbelt around my front.


  “I know I’ve just monumentally fucked myself and I also know I’m talking much more than I probably should be right now,” she blurts, pulling my eyes to hers. “But if you’re going to fire me, I wish you would just tell me now instead of waiting until Monday morning.”


  Her chest is heaving, her breaths leaving her in pants as she peers up at me, the silk clinging to her in all the right places. She’s giving me an out I know I should take, but as I stare back at her, the taste of her lips still fresh on mine, the control I’m craving has nothing to do with being her employer.


  I damn sure can’t put this off until Monday morning.


  “I’m sorry,” she tries once more, but I’m not interested in her apology. I’m only interested in one thing. “I just-”


  “That’s enough, Miss Baxter,” I cut her off, watching her eyes fall slightly for a moment as I clear my throat. “Your place or mine?”


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  Isabella


  We’re barely inside the elevator in the high rise he calls home when he presses me roughly against the wall, his hands reaching for the bar at my waist and caging me in. He kisses me fiercely, the taste of him intoxicating me in ways the merlot only wishes it could. The drive over had sobered me up some, but in mere seconds, his tongue grazing mine has me drunk all over again.


  My hands fly to the lapels of his designer suit, gripping them in my fists to keep him close until his hands find my wrists and yank them down to the bar. His palms rest over mine, confining me and setting something low in my belly into flames. My eyes flutter only just slightly to find his already boring into mine, the intensity there unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.


  My thoughts are foggy, my body buzzing all over, somehow going numb in some places and sparking to life in all the others as his mouth trails over my jaw. I’m losing my senses and fast when the sharp ping of the elevator pulls his lips from mine, my only sign that I’m no longer floating.


  “Come,” he rasps, releasing his hold on me only to reach for my hand and pull me behind him.


  Despite how frazzled he’s got me, I can’t help but release a slight gasp as my feet begin to instinctively slow.


  “Wait… are we on the wrong floor?” I ask, taking in my opulent surroundings we’re stepping into. He said he was taking me home with him, but from the looks of it, we’ve found ourselves back in something close to the main lobby. “I thought we were going to your place.”


  “This is my place,” he says low, leading me across the marble floor and entering a code into a keypad before pushing the massive door he stands at open. “Come in.”


  I step through the door and instantly, my eyes go wide.


  We’re in the fucking penthouse.


  “Fuck me,” I whisper, the feel of my coat coming off despite my frozen frame merely an afterthought.


  “Oh, don’t worry, Miss Baxter,” he whispers against my neck, his hot breath running over my skin as his front presses into my back, making my eyes flutter shut. “I intend to.”


  I’m about to respond, to say what I’ve got no fucking clue, but before I can he spins me to face him, his strong grip on my lower waist the only thing keeping me on my own two feet. His eyes find mine as his lips brush against my chin.


  His hand bunches around the fabric of my dress, the delicate silk cinching tighter around me.


  “You taste like a delicious sin,” he husks, holding my eyes. “What are you wearing under this?”


  “Nothing,” I admit, my cheeks heating slightly as I give him a subtle shake of my head. “Just a thong.”


  “Leave that on for now,” he orders quietly against my lips as his gaze holds mine, the feel of his fingertips sliding the zipper at the back down effortlessly. “Take the rest off.”


  He takes a few steps away, removing his jacket and tossing it over the back of a nearby chair before moving to the small bar a few feet away. I watch him reach for two glasses filling them both with amber liquor. I hold the fabric close to my chest, swallowing hard as his eyes meet mine. Something in his gaze either gives me courage or makes me stupid, of which I can’t be sure, but either way, I release it and blush as I feel it pooling around my feet.


  “Hmm…” he hums, taking a long, languid sip of his drink as his eyes travel over me before coming back, handing me a glass and taking my other hand in his. “Good girl.”


  I can feel the coldness of the marble on my bare feet, the night sky illuminating the low lit rooms he leads me through quietly, the only sound my heavy breathing and the ice clanking in his glass. I sense him turning to face me in the dark, but before I can process it, his lips are already on mine.


  He uses his grip on my hand to pull me closer, holding me in place as he deepens our kiss.


  “Hold this and finish yours,” he whispers against my lips as he hands me his glass, releasing his hold and moving one hand to my waist, resting the other one over my neck possessively. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”


  “Okay,” I nod, standing as still as I can.


  The weight of his glass and the heat of my drink hitting my belly are the only things keeping me grounded. I’m eager to please him for reasons I don’t understand, but for the first time, I don’t question, either.


  When he returns he pulls me forward, his backward steps leading us to the massive bed centered in the middle of his bedroom. As he slowly sits, his lips travel low with him, his tongue tracing over my body in smooth strokes that have my skin heated in all he right places.


  He seats himself on the edge of the bed, the hand resting on my waist dipping lower, gripping the back of my knee to straddle him.


  “Sit,” he commands gently, setting my empty glass to the side before taking his own, the light pouring in from the glass wall looking out over the city behind us illuminating him just enough to reveal his heavy gaze. He sips from it, draining it as he holds my eyes before setting it on the end table beside mine and returning his cool lips to my skin, tasting my collarbone. “You might just be naughty after all, Isabella,” he hisses seductively against my skin. “You promised me you weren’t the kind of girl who did this kind of thing, but you are, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” I whisper breathlessly as his tongue swipes up the side of my neck, coming to a slow stop at the hollow of my ear.


  “Well, you’ve got me here. You’re in my bed,” he teases, nipping at my skin before he clamps lightly onto my chin with his teeth, finding my heavy gaze. “What do you intend to do with me?”


  I bite my lip in anticipation, the wine wearing off just enough to remind me of what a huge mistake this could turn out to be, but the wave of desire coursing through me strong enough to not care.


  Before I have time to change my mind, I set my grip back onto his chest and pull his lips to mine once more.


  If Monday’s already going to be awkward, I’m damn sure going to make it worth my while.


  This time as I press my lips against his, I kiss him deep and without abandon. Using my palms, I press against his shoulders, willing him to lie back. He does what I want, but something in his expression tells me the control I’m being given isn’t something I should grow used to.


  The amber liquor kicks in at the same time his thick cock throbs against the thin fabric separating me from him. Instantly, my thirst for him increases tenfold, making me wild.


  Desperate for his skin, I surprise even myself when I slide my fingers into the fabric of his dress shirt and yank, sending a barrage of buttons to scatter over the mattress before rolling onto the floor.


  “That was a seven hundred dollar dress shirt,” he husks, his fingertips running from its place on my thigh and moving up toward the globe of my exposed ass.


  “You live in a penthouse,” I blurt. “I figured you were like a prince or something.”


  “Oh, Isabella,” he chuckles darkly against my lips, his fingertips biting into the flesh of my ass before the other moves to my neck, gripping me there possessively once more. “I am many things, but a prince isn’t one of them.”


  



  


  Adam


  Before she can formulate a response, I flip her onto her back and pin her against the mattress with enough force to pull a low gasp from her. In one swift movement, her wrists are in one of my hands and held over her head as I hover over her. Her eyes widen as they meet mine and I grip her jaw once more, holding her in place and taking the deep kiss I crave.


  Her lower lip stays clamped between my teeth as I lower my hand to her breast, sharply pinching her nipple between my fingers and pulling a second sharp gasp from her, this time making her hips buck into mine.


  “Adam…” she moans against my mouth, making my cock swell.


  “What did I tell you to call me, Isabella?” I hum as I move my lips down her neck at a torturously slow pace, coming to a stop at her neglected nipple to taste her.


  “Mr. Avery,” she hums, pulling my eyes back to hers as my palm moves to the front of her panties, the lace thong now drenched in her desire.


  “Hmm,” I hum against her mouth, the sight of her spread out beneath me, her movements confined and completely at my mercy sending a familiar jolt of adrenaline through me. “Good girl,” I husk against her lips as my fingers twist the lace covering her and yank, the rip of the fabric drowned out by her whimper.


  I free myself quickly and shove into her, the feel of her stretching around me as she hisses out an expletive pulling a low growl from me.


  Her pussy is divine, it clings to my shaft and instantly has me craving more of her. Hooking my arm under her knee, I spread her wider and raise slightly, pushing inside her deep and all at once. Something in the back of my mind tells me I should take her slow, but my body won’t let me. It craves her, wants to ravage her, so that’s exactly what I do. I pound into her, the sound of our flesh slick with her desire as she cries out in pleasure the only proof I need that she craves me just as much.


  “Shit,” she hisses as her pussy begins to clench, her breaths staggered as her heavy gaze finds mine. “I’m about to… Jesus Christ…” her limbs seize around me and I release my grip on her hands, savoring in the way they fly to my shoulders, her fingers winding into my hair. I drive into her faster. “Oh, my God!”


  “I told you to call me Mr. Avery,” I chuckle against her neck before biting into her flesh, the sounds of her crying out only driving me crazier with lust. “Now, come for me.”


  Her orgasm takes her, the sensation of it washing over my cock only spurring me on. The limbs that were once tight now relax beneath me, melting into the mattress, melting into me.


  She’s coming down, but I’m not ready to let her go. Not yet, anyway.


  Pulling out, I bend to lap at her release, unwilling to let even a drop of it be wasted. Her taste pulls a growl from me as she grips at my wrists, still caging her in. I clean her hungrily as her pants continue to bounce off the walls around us. She moves one hand to my hair and grips hard as I suck her clit, sending her into the pits of oblivion once more. I raise to find her eyes on mine, her heavy breathing tainted with desperation.


  “Son of a bitch,” she pants. “That was amazing.”


  Her words bring a soft chuckle from my chest, my lips quirking up slightly on either side as I come to a stand, finally stripping myself of my clothing as I stare down at her.


  “Well, I hope you don’t think I’m done with you yet,” I sip from my abandoned drink and watch her swallow hard before stalking back toward the bed. “Flip onto your stomach and get that pretty little ass in the air, Miss Baxter. We’re just getting started.”


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  Isabella


  I wake the next morning in his massive bed, alone and aching all over in the most delicious ways possible.


  I roll over onto my side, taking inventory of my jelly filled limbs and pounding head, still objecting to the amount of wine I’d consumed.


  The room is bright as the daylight pours in, the panoramic view of the bay before me simply breathtaking. As tempted as I might be, I know walking to the edge of the window isn’t something I’m capable of just yet. Instead, I sit up slowly, holding the front of his sheet over my bare breasts as the remaining fabric pools low around my waist and take in the view of the city I’d been far too distracted to appreciate last night.


  Last night…


  As the memory of him inside me, claiming me, taking me… It all flashes back into my mind and I can’t help the low whimper that leaves my lips.


  Being with Adam was by far one of the most erotic things I’ve ever experienced. On a carnal level, there was nothing to regret, but on a logical level?


  Jesus, Isabella, I think to myself. You fucked your boss.


  “What the hell were you thinking you stupid, stupid girl?” I whisper, rubbing my palms over my face in mortification.


  I give myself the much needed few minutes of self-loathing I tend to reserve for monumental fuck-ups such as these. I know I have to get out of here. I know the idea of standing my boss up the morning after I’ve fucked him is probably among my worst to date, but if I’m going down, it may as well be with a bang… well, another one anyway.


  I listen carefully for any sign of him on the other side of his cracked bedroom door, but am met with silence. Surely he’s out there somewhere. He isn’t stupid enough to leave me here alone. For all he knows, I’m a crazy stalker or a raging klepto. I can’t imagine you find yourself spearheading a multi-billion dollar company in your early thirties by making dumb decisions like that.


  Before I’ve etched out the details of my master escape, my bladder has had enough and tugs my thoughts in a more basic direction.


  I have to pee.


  I have to pee and while only seconds ago I’d been thankful there had been no sign of Adam, I’m now cursing the fact as my eyes search for any promise of a bathroom.


  I find three doors, the irony of that number not escaping me as I try to decide which one to choose. Briefly recalling he stepped into one last night before I’d had so many orgasms I’m sure I blacked out, I decide my fate and slip from the bed, sheet still in tow. I shuffle across the cold marble, trying me best to move silently. Regardless of the fact that I can still taste the salt of his skin on my lips and the reminder of having him inside me is all I can think of, there’s something ridiculously yet completely terrifying on such a basic level about him finding me lost in his penthouse wearing only a bedsheet.


  Shaking the thought, I twist the knob and pull the door open, unable to stifle the quiet gasp of surprise when the distinct smell of leather and the sound of metal clanking against the back of the door cause me to glance up.


  This is definitely not his bathroom.


  “Holy…”


  “I don’t recall giving you permission to open that door, Isabella,” he says low from behind me, making me jump in surprise as I turn to face him.


  “I have to pee,” I blurt, my cheeks heating as I take in his smoldering expression, his still bare chest and his messy I-just-fucked-my-employee-into-oblivion-all-night hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know which door was the bathroom.”


  He stares back at me for a moment, seeming to search my features, for what I’ve no idea, before slowly closing the distance between us and shutting the still opened door behind me. As the latch catches, the tassels from the flogger that will be forever engrained in my mind brushes against the door and I swallow hard before bravely moving my eyes back to his. He glances over his shoulder at me, his hot breath fresh with the scent of mint.


  “The bathroom is right over here,” he says quietly, gesturing for me to follow him to the second door. I can’t keep my eyes off of him as he moves fluidly across the room in a pair of tight boxer briefs. Jesus. He pushes it open, his eyes following my movements as I step over the threshold. “Feel free to shower. Towels are on the counter and there’s a robe on the back of the door.”


  “Thanks,” I manage with a nod, stepping inside and waiting for him to close the door before I let my eyes shut tight.


  Flashes of what was behind that door, the taste of his breath mixed with the smell of the leather invade my senses, making me clench my thighs together slightly as it all clicks neatly into place.


  “No wonder he’s good with locks,” I whisper to myself, my cheeks heating as the words slip past my lips.


  I shake my head clear and move toward the sink, cringing when I take in my wild hair and the smeared makeup leftover from the night before.


  “Jesus, I look like a train wreck,” I shudder, dropping the sheet and eagerly moving toward the massive glass shower once I’ve shut my bladder up.


  I lather quickly, cursing my own speed as the warmth from the water hits my aching muscles but still hell bent on getting out of here as soon as possible. The feeling should probably make me feel dirty, but I’m trying everything I can to justify my need to flee by telling myself I’m simply offering him an easy out.


  I’m being a good guest.


  My final contribution to Avery Finance before he cans my ass on Monday morning.


  “Fuck my life,” I whisper to myself, taking a small moment to appreciate the smell of his body wash on my skin before I twist the knobs in front of me and step out.


  I reach for one of his heavy towels and pat my face dry before wrapping it around me tight, perhaps absentmindedly hoping it will hold me together long enough to get back to my apartment without incident.


  I find a new toothbrush on the edge of the sink and the wave of gratitude swirling in my chest is perhaps unlike any that’s ever come before it.


  Once I’ve tended to myself and find the silk robe exactly where he’d promised it would be, I slip it over my shoulders, silently wondering how many women had worn it before me. My insecurities settle as I take in his scent alone and secure the sash before swallowing back my nerves and stepping back into his bedroom.


  I hope to find it empty again, but instead, I find him sitting on the edge of the bed, nursing a steaming cup of coffee as he stares down at his feet. Hearing me, his gaze lifts and I find the same smoldering expression he’d held a few moments prior laced with his own uncertainty.


  “Better?” he asks, sitting up slightly to face me as I give him a nod. “Good,” he sighs, his eyes moving to the items lying on the mattress beside him. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, but I think your other clothes are ruined. They certainly are for the time being. I couldn’t very well ask you to go home in my robe, so I took the liberty of having a few things delivered,” he gestures toward the clothing.


  “Thank you,” I say quietly, taking the few steps that separate me from his bed and giving the items a quick look, grateful again when I find jeans and a simple white t-shirt among them.


  “You’re welcome,” he replies, pulling my eyes to his as he holds out a second steaming cup. “Here.”


  I give him a smile of appreciation, savoring in the scent of the dark, Italian roast as it invades my senses. I stand in silence, feeling clarity for the first time since my eyes popped open, if only just. I’m more than halfway through the cup when I shake my thoughts clear.


  “I’m sorry,” I offer, setting the cup down on the same table he’d taken it from. “I’ll get out of your hair, I just…”


  “You’re not in my hair,” he says gently, the way he settles his elbows on his knees making it obvious he’s intent on staying where he is.


  Slowly, I untie the sash on his robe, feeling somehow more exposed in the daylight as I acknowledge the familiar feel of silk pooling at my feet in front of him. With shaking hands, I slip the t-shirt over my head, my haste leaving the lace bra that likely costs more than I make in a week untouched.


  “You seem different this morning,” he remarks, taking me in unabashedly. “Much shyer than you were last night.”


  “Last night, I was drunk,” I confess.


  “And now?”


  “Well, I’m obviously not drunk anymore,” I chuckle nervously, unable to meet his eyes as I reach for the jeans and step into them. “I guess… I guess I don’t know what I am now.”


  “You have regrets?” he asks, his tone somehow forcing my eyes to his questioning gaze.


  “No,” I say, almost too quickly as I shake my head, cheeks flaring once more as I watch him sip from his cup. “No, I just might not be as brazen as I was last night is all.”


  “Hmm… that’s too bad. I’m typically not a fan of brazen, but it looks good on you,” he says, setting his coffee down next to mine and rising to stand close. “What are you trying to work up the courage to ask me, Isabella?”


  “Nothing,” I shake my head, the single word making his jaw tense almost immediately.


  “Don’t lie,” he orders, his voice soft despite the sharp edge hiding behind it. “You’re in the unique position to say whatever you want without repercussion,” he promises. “If there’s something you want to ask, something you’d like to say, now’s the time.”


  I stare into him, weighing my options, convincing myself I can walk away without making things even more awkward. I’m about to lie again, tell him it’s nothing when his eyebrow arches slightly and the alien desire to please him overtakes me once more.


  “Last night,” I start, pulling a nod from him. “We didn’t… Did we…?”


  “Fuck?” he cuts me off, his bluntness sending my cheeks into flames. “Absolutely.”


  “No,” I shake my head, swallowing hard. “That’s not… I remember that.”


  “Hmm,” he gives me a nod as his eyes dance with amusement. “So, then what are you…?”


  “The closet,” I blurt, my cheeks flaring with embarrassment. “Did you…?”


  “Did I what?” he asks.


  It’s obvious in his expression he knows exactly what I want to ask. He could easily answer me, make things easier, but he doesn’t.


  It drives me crazy.


  “Pieces of last night are a bit of a blur,” I start again slowly, the words only partially true and the way his jaw tenses tells me he knows it. “Did you…”


  “I can tell by the blush of your cheeks and the hitch in your breath that very little of last night is a blur to you,” he calls me out in a husk, his eyes slightly heavy as they bore into mine.


  “Did you…” I trail off once more, my courage nowhere to be found.


  “Isabella.”


  “Did you tie me up or use any of that shit on me?”


  He surprises me by releasing a low, dark chuckle as he takes a step closer, his chest brushing against mine.


  “If I had, I can assure you, you wouldn’t have to ask. You would definitely remember.”


  I swallow hard, my eyes fluttering shut slightly as he takes a step behind me.


  “Of course, we can always rectify that if you’d like?” he says, pulling my eyes to where he’s peering down over my shoulder at me. He sweeps my still damp hair away from my shoulder and takes in my unsure expression, his lips brushing against my temple as he grips the strands. “I know this wasn’t exactly planned, but I was pleasantly surprised to see how natural it all came to you,” he continues, his fingertips brushing against my stomach as he slips his hand beneath the thin fabric of my t-shirt. “I don’t think either of us can deny we enjoyed ourselves.” As he continues, his hot breath washes over my skin, his touch making me ache with need. “Did you enjoy yourself, Isabella?”


  Fuck, he’s got me panting.


  “Yes,” I swallow hard as his fingers continue to graze my skin.


  “Last night was just a taste,” he promises, his husky voice sending a wave of want through me. “I can show you so much more. I want to show you so much more,” he whispers, his deep voice affecting me on such a carnal level now that I’ve tasted him, I can’t fight the heaviness of my eyes, the small whimper that leaves my chest. He holds me in place with his voice alone, his hands on me promising to destroy me for every man that dares to come after I’ve had him.


  How can one man feel like such a good and bad idea all at once?


  He brushes against my ass and I feel how hard he is. I know after last night that in two moves, he could be inside me, easing the ache that’s spreading over me like a wildfire doused in whiskey.


  I want to drown in him.


  I want to belong to him.


  I want to be ruined by him.


  I have to get out of here.


  “Adam,” I manage, clearing my throat and praying it comes out steady on the second try. “I don’t-”


  “I’m sure you have questions…”


  “Just one,” I cut him off. “You’re a Dom, right?” I ask, pulling a nod from him, the feel of his hand coming to a slow stop just beneath the seam of my jeans both intoxicating and infuriating.


  “I am.”


  “So, what are you asking me exactly?” I ask, turning to face him. “To be your sub?”


  He studies me for a moment, the way he bites gently on his bottom lip in thought making his dimple visible once more.


  “It’s too early for that,” he says simply after a moment. “Taking on a submissive isn’t the same as asking someone on a date. The level of trust and commitment needed on both parts… it’s far more complicated than you might think.”


  “Okay,” I reply, admittedly breathing a little easier. “Then what are you asking?”


  “Right now?” he starts, pulling a nod from me. “Right now, I’m not asking to own you. I’m simply asking you not to run scared. I’m asking you to give us both a chance to see what this has the potential to become.”


  “You’re my boss,” I say quietly, swallowing hard past the lump in my throat. “I think that eliminates quite a bit of potential, don’t you?” I ask, forcing myself to take a step away from him, feeling the loss immediately. “I’d say the potential in that closet alone is more than a slight conflict of interest.”


  He takes in my words and finally, gives me a subtle nod.


  “As you wish,” he says quietly, moving toward what I can only assume is another closet to dress himself. I’m left standing alone in his bedroom for only a moment before I snap myself out of it and move to slide on the shoes he’d brought me. I’m sliding the second one on when he returns in a pair of jeans and a black, button down dress shirt. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll drive you home.”


  “I can take a cab,” I offer, pulling an immediate shake from his head.


  “I’m not putting you in a cab,” he argues. “I’ll take you myself when you’re ready.”


  “Okay,” I nod, following him out into the rest of the house, thanking him when he hands me my clutch and phone.


  It occurs to me that I’d been lying before when I told him I only had one question. The truth is, I have a million, but as we slip back into his Maserati, the silence surrounding us isn’t as comfortable as I’d grown used to. As he slides into traffic, I can’t seem to make sense of my own thoughts.


  I keep feeling as though there will be more time, another opportunity, but deep down, I know better. Before I know it, we’re at my apartment building and my time is up.


  “Would you like me to walk you up?” he asks politely, silencing the ringer on his phone for the third time since he’d slipped behind the wheel.


  “No, you don’t have to,” I shake my head, giving him a nervous smile. “Thank you, but I’ve got it from here.”


  “Okay,” he nods, his gaze dropping to my chest before returning to my eyes. “This stays between us, okay? All of it.”


  “Of course,” I agree. “I’ll put it in the vault.”


  “Good,” he says, returning my small smile. “That’s the best way to protect us both from scrutiny.”


  The weight of his words hit me heavily and as I meet his eyes, his understanding shines through.


  “Thank you,” I say low, pulling a nod from him as his fingertips brush mine.


  “You’re welcome,” he replies before watching me slip from the car.


  I refuse myself the temptation to look over my shoulder as I make my way inside my building, but can’t deny the immediate twinge of regret coursing through me as I hear him pull away from the curb once I’m safely inside.


  The walk to the second floor seems more tedious than it had the afternoon before it. As I slide my key into the lock, I can’t help the blush that stains my cheek for a moment before I push my door open without any trouble. I glance down and notice the shiny new lock that adorns my creaky old door.


  “Figures. I fuck the city’s most eligible bachelor and I walk away with a new lock,” I whisper to myself with a snort sarcastically. “I should have a t-shirt made.”


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  Isabella


  With the exception of my gown being delivered after a much needed trip to the cleaners, the rest of my weekend is uneventful.


  If I’m being honest, it’s downright depressing.


  I’m not sure why. I know I did the right thing. Walking away from my boss after one night is the best thing for both of us, especially after my horrible breakup and all the media attention his arrival at the company had garnered. He’s a private person. He doesn’t want a life in the spotlight and frankly, neither do I. This is the right thing to do. It has to be, but for some reason, I just can’t get him out of my head.


  This is stupid.


  Regardless of the fact that I was having real feelings for him before I’d ever been in his bed, at no point in my time with Adam did I ever expect a relationship to form. It’s ridiculous for me to be upset that he’s yet to pull up to my window like Richard Gere in ‘Pretty Woman,’ professing his love through the top of a limo.


  He’d said it himself. He’s no prince and while we’re on the subject, I’m neither Julia Roberts nor am I a hooker.


  With a huff, I stab my ice cream with my spoon and settle back in against the couch, shaking my head at myself. I try my best to distract myself with what has become my norm, doing anything and everything to not think about Friday night. It’s useless, though.


  Even if I couldn’t taste him every time I close my eyes, there’s only so much housework and Netflix a woman can endure before going crazy.


  I consider calling Christie, but with my uncertainty about everything, I think better of it. Besides, there’s still this nagging feeling of not wanting to disappoint Adam. After promising to keep my mouth shut, doing anything else, even confiding in my best friend, feels like a betrayal.


  When I get to work on Monday, I’m surprised to find his office empty. Some low-key eavesdropping tells me he’s in meetings all week which should soothe my anxiety, but for some reason has the opposite effect entirely.


  It only makes me more desperate to see him.


  I’m hoping the feelings I’m having will fade, but by Friday morning, a week has passed and I can think of nothing but him. The memory of his taste, the way my body still ached after having him inside me, the way he rasped my name as he claimed me like no other man ever had before… every detail of him and our night together replays on a reel inside my head. Since the moment I got out of his car, I’ve been looking for hidden meaning where I know there is none. I’ve spent days torturing myself, wondering how many other women he’s done this with since he arrived to take over the company. A part of me hopes I was different, the exception, but the miserable part of me can only pray I haven’t been the only fool to fall for his charm and ridiculously good looks. I know logically there is no one else, there can’t be. Even if there had been, it doesn’t matter. He gave the decision to me and I’m the one who chose to walk away from him and cut my ties. I keep telling myself I’m over it, but that doesn’t matter, either. No matter which way I spin the words, the ache remains the same.


  By Friday afternoon, I’m going absolutely batshit crazy.


  I’m completing my final report of the day, eager to put this hellacious week behind me, when something internal pulls at me and distracts me from my screen. I try to brush it off, but the sound of a familiar voice distracts me, forcing my eyes up.


  It’s Adam.


  He walks toward his office and disappears inside with who I have to assume is a business associate, shaking hands with him as they emerge an hour later. He says his goodbyes and his eyes flutter to mine, making me look away childishly. I can feel his gaze on mine for a moment before I hear him address Margaret the temp still working outside his office.


  “Yes, sir,” she answers a question I didn’t hear clearly.


  Despite how desperate I’ve been to see him all week, now that he’s here I’m hoping he’ll go back into his office and leave me to wallow in privacy. Instead, he approaches my desk, his mere closeness sending a wave through me.


  “Mr. Avery,” I nod, praying my voice is steady.


  “Miss Baxter,” he replies politely, his gaze smoldering with our secret as his lips quirk up. “Have a nice weekend.”


  “You, too,” I manage, swallowing hard as his scent fills my lungs.


  I leave shortly after, somehow managing to make it back to my apartment without screaming and am quick to lock myself inside.


  “You can do this, Isabella,” I say as I pace the apartment. “You did the right thing. You don’t want him.”


  I chant the lies on a never-ending loop, but even as they leave my lips, I know it’s useless.


  By Sunday night, I’m climbing the walls.


  



  


  Adam


  I thought I could walk away from her unscathed. One night, amazing as it was, was exactly that. One night.


  It doesn’t mean anything. At least it shouldn’t, but that doesn’t seem to matter.


  I can’t stop thinking about her.


  I’ve never met a woman with this kind of hold on me. I’m desperate to get her off my mind, but all I can think about is getting her back in my bed. Her moans, her taste, the way her pussy stroked my thick shaft as I threw her down on my bed and fucked her into submission… it’s all I can think about. She’s invaded my thoughts at every turn no matter how hard I try to deny it.


  I’ve tried everything I can think of and nothing has worked.


  I’m not in the habit of bringing women back to my place, so that’s out. Trips to the club normally did the trick, but both times I try end with me back in my car, cursing both Isabella and the way she’s wreaking havoc on my life.


  I’ve never been refused before, damn sure not by someone I crave like this. She’s beautiful, intelligent, makes me laugh and is easily the sexiest woman I’ve ever encountered. I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anyone and the fact that I can’t demand her obedience only makes matters even more frustrating.


  By the time I pull into my parking space on Monday morning, the desire to bend her over my desk and fuck her until she’s bucking beneath me once more is so intense that I know I need an excuse to stay away from the office or I’ll be the one to let our secret spill.


  I throw myself back into my work, grateful for the first time for the list of out of town business meetings I’ve been avoiding since my arrival. I hate them, but it gives me the out I need to keep my mind busy. I’m sure by the time I make my way back to the office at the end of the week, I’ll have purged her from my system one way or another. In fact, I feel like a new man until I swing the door open on Friday and see her blue eyes staring back at me from across the office.


  Her full lower lip is nestled snugly between her teeth as a strand of her hair brushes over her collarbone. That’s all it takes to have the memory of her heavy pants overtaking my mind. She glances away almost as quickly as the thought barrages me, but the damage is already done.


  My cock swells at the memory of being buried in her cunt, my jaw tensing with the craving.


  My week away had done nothing to ease my cravings. If anything, I want her even more desperately than I had the morning I took her home.


  I know I can’t stay here.


  “Margaret, please cancel the rest of my appointments for the day,” I say politely, keeping my voice low. “Something has come up and I need to leave.”


  “Yes, sir,” she nods, moving to do as I’ve asked.


  If only one of my other employees was so compliant, I think to myself, shaking my head clear in annoyance.


  I make my way toward the exit, the temptation to stare blatantly at the way her tits press against the fitted blouse she’s wearing taking more strength to resist than I’d like to admit.


  I want to rip it from her skin like I ripped that pretty little thong of hers.


  As I approach her desk, her eyes return to mine and she gives me a small smile.


  “Mr. Avery,” she rasps out unsteadily, making my cock jolt once more.


  Fuck, I want her.


  “Miss Baxter,” I reply politely, my lips quirking up at the memory of her screaming my name as I claimed her. “Have a nice weekend.”


  “You, too,” she offers, her soft, floral scent engulfing me, taking me prisoner in all the ways I wish I could take her.


  Her gaze is anxious and if I didn’t know better, I’d swear by the way she peered up at me, she’s squirming in her seat.


  That can’t be right, though. She’s made it clear she isn’t interested.


  I have to let her go, but fuck if I know how to do that.


  By the time Sunday night rolls around, I’m ravenous for her, my thoughts consumed with every detail I’d been trying so desperately to push away.


  The sound of rain beating against the windows somehow soothes me, lending itself to the storm that seems to be going on inside my head. I lean back against the leather cushions of my couch, sipping on my drink in another feeble attempt to drown her from my thoughts.


  The rain is so loud and I’ve had just enough to drink that I’m sure I’ve imagined it at first, but as I lift myself and move toward the bar, I hear the tapping on my door once more.


  Aside from my uncle who’s on bedrest, no one knows where I live. I’m convinced it’s the doorman until I pull the door open and am engulfed by her familiar, floral scent.


  “Isabella?” I start, taking her in. “What are you doing…?”


  “Oh, my God,” she closes her eyes, raking her palms over her face before turning away from me. “I shouldn’t have come here.”


  “Wait,” I call out to her as she hits the button on the elevator.


  “I’m sorry,” she shakes her head, although her feet come to a stop immediately. “This was a mistake.”


  “What was?” I ask, stepping between her and the doors, forcing her eyes to mine as I gently pull her hands away from her face. She’s soaked from the rain, her cheeks streaked with the rain still dripping from her hair. The emotion in her eyes stabs at me, the thought that something could have happened to her making my chest seize in ways I’ve never experienced. The emotional realization only further cements the thoughts I’ve had all week. “Isabella, what’s wrong? Are you al-”


  “I’m sorry. I tried to do the right thing,” she blurts, staring back at me. “But I can’t do this anymore.”


  “Can’t do what?” I ask, still searching her for any signs of harm before my eyes return to her. That’s when I see it, the same desperate need in her eyes that’s been staring back at me all week. “Isabella,” I husk as my adrenaline pumps wildly in my chest and I take a step closer to her. “I need you to say it.”


  “Tell me what I have to do,” she pants. “If your offer is still on the table, I’m in.”


  


  


  For more of Adam and Isabella’s story, be sure to follow The Vault authors on social media.


  If you’d like more of Drake Mitchell than you got over drinks, his story can be found in


  The Promise Series.
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