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* * * * *
To Mom and Dad.
* * * * *
Natalie shook her umbrella, sprinkling cool water droplets everywhere, as she entered Damon Defense Engineering headquarters in Tysons. She hurried across the lobby toward the elevator, her high heels ringing against the sparkling marble floor. It was only Monday morning, but if this was how her week was going to go, she didn't want to see Tuesday.
She jabbed the elevator button and waited, impatience mounting. There had been three accidents on I-66, turning the Virginia/DC interstate into a parking lot. When a family van driver using a cell phone had rear-ended her on the Beltway with less than one exit left to her office, she'd almost screamed. Almost. Some people might recognize her, and she had to maintain her dignity at all times, especially this year.
Louise wouldn't have it any other way. Think of your father's career.
How many times had she heard that over the years?
The elevator doors opened with a soft chime, and Natalie walked inside, glancing at her watch. 10:30 a.m. Fantastic -- half an hour late to a meeting she'd called last week. She would've let her colleagues know, but her cell phone was lying on the breakfast table where she'd forgotten it that morning.
She checked her appearance in the mirrored walls and smoothed her hands down her black skirt suit, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Calm down. Getting frustrated wouldn't salvage the situation.
When the elevator stopped at the fifteenth floor, she stepped out onto the muted beige carpet. Normally the sunlight gave the office a hazy radiance through frosted glass walls. But not today. Everything looked drab and gray.
Her assistant, Danielle Hartman, charged toward her. She was young, only twenty-two, but totally out of shape. Her dirty dishwater-colored pantsuit did nothing for her eyes, hidden behind a pair of thick glasses, or her limp brown hair. Most high school outcasts grew out of their social awkwardness and improved their sense of fashion by the time they finished college. Danielle hadn't. Which was unfortunate, because she had great skin and a nice smile.
"Thank God you're here." Danielle panted.
"What's wrong?"
"Ralph and Vivien just got fired."
It took all of Natalie's self-control to keep her voice down. "What?" Ralph was -- had been -- the director of DDE. Vivien had been Ralph's right hand and Natalie's direct boss.
"This morning...Alex Damon himself walked in. Half an hour later, Ralph and Vivien left with a couple of security guards. And their stuff. In boxes." The corners of Danielle's mouth turned downward. "Mr. Damon said he wanted to see you as soon as you got in. He's in Ralph's office. His former office, I mean."
So much for the meeting.
It wasn't difficult to figure out what everyone was thinking as she walked through the maze of cubicles. People looked at her over the partitions with pity and apprehension -- pity she was getting canned and apprehension they might be next.
The door to Ralph's old corner office was open, but his name plaque was gone. Years of wear and tear had left the ivory walls slightly dingy, except for a couple of pristine squares where he'd hung framed Picasso prints. The office looked barren without Ralph's clutter -- mostly family pictures and souvenirs he'd collected over the years.
Someone with cropped black hair sat in an executive leather chair, facing the windows. Torrents of rain blurred the view of gray roads and red brake lights. A large, tanned hand held a cell phone to an ear, but the voice was too low for her to eavesdrop. Natalie took a long breath and counted to ten, welcoming the respite before she had to face Alex Damon, the chairman and CEO of DDE's holding company, Global Strategies Corporation. She'd never seen him in real life, although there were plenty of pictures in glossy gossip magazines. Being one of the planet's most eligible bachelors and a self-made billionaire tended to make one's face well-known.
Finally he snapped the phone shut and swiveled around to face her.
"Yes?" His voice was a steely baritone that demanded an immediate answer with just that one syllable.
His entire body emanated authority and raw sexuality. The dark, tailored suit he was wearing tried to throw a veneer of civilization over him but failed. He would've been frightening if it weren't for the iron control in the winter gray eyes that said he ruled, not his primal instinct. She shivered as his gaze brushed over her, head to toe and then back up to her face. She had the most absurd feeling that he was undressing her with his eyes.
Nonsense. He was probably trying to decide if she would cry at bad news and whether he should delegate the distasteful task to someone else.
"I'm Natalie Hall. My assistant said you wanted to see me." She noted with relief that her voice didn't betray her nervousness.
He frowned slightly, his gaze darting to her barren ring finger, then back to her face. Most people didn't expect an Asian when they heard the name Hall. For some reason, it pleased her that she'd managed to surprise him.
He rose from his seat to his full height, which was impressive. He walked around the desk and extended a hand. "Alex Damon. Nice to meet you." This time the baritone was more modulated. It slithered over her like strands of supple leather.
"Nice to meet you too." Natalie shook his hand. It was slightly calloused and infused her cool skin with warmth.
He shut the door and gestured at a chair. "Please have a seat."
"Thank you."
She sat, putting her laptop bag and purse discreetly beside the chair and crossing her legs. She had the odd feeling that Alex was staring at them, but when she glanced up, he was busy pulling another chair from the other side of the office. God, she was ridiculous. Of course he wasn't looking at her legs. They were her best asset, but he'd dated models with legs up to their armpits.
When he sat across from her, barely enough personal space remained to be polite. She could feel a delicious heat coming off his body, smell a whiff of spicy cologne. Something stirred in her, sexual and dangerous. She stomped on it. This wasn't the time, this wasn't the place, and he definitely wasn't the right man to be attracted to. Business and pleasure never mixed well.
"Your assistant told me you had a doctor's appointment," Alex said, breaking her train of thought. "I hope you aren't coming down with something. You look a little flushed."
She suppressed a surge of mortification. She was usually better at maintaining a professional façade.
"I'm fine," she said, flashing him a quick smile. Danielle must have tried to cover for her, but Natalie could see that lying to this man would be a mistake. "There's been some miscommunication, and I apologize. I was in a fender bender this morning." She quickly added, "Nothing major, but you know how it is on the Beltway."
He nodded, and she relaxed a little until he stretched his legs out. The fabric of his pants spread tautly over lean muscles, and his calves almost touched hers. The heat coming off him was like a furnace. She wanted to sink into it.
"Well, down to business. As I'm sure you've heard, there have been some changes here since I arrived this morning."
It was her turn to nod. What was he trying to say?
"Ralph is no longer in charge of the operation. His replacement will come from Caissa Enterprises, one of Global Strategies' European subsidiaries."
An executive from Europe. She didn't know what to make of that. There were undoubtedly people at DDE who were qualified to take over. But then, this wasn't her company, and her opinion probably mattered very little to Alex.
"Since Vivien left with him, I have no choice but to rely on you. I believe you were her second-in-command?"
"Yes."
"Good." Alex smiled. "Ralph's replacement is expected later this week. Once he's here, I hope you can help him with the transition."
"Sure. No problem." She suppressed a sigh of relief. So she wasn't going to be let go.
"You also need to brief me on some of the major projects. I plan to be more actively involved for a while, until I'm satisfied with the operational efficiency here."
She blinked. Yesterday's edition of the Wall Street Journal had reported that he was returning to Shanghai to oversee several sweeping projects in the burgeoning Chinese market that could be very lucrative for Global Strategies. Although DDE was a profitable subsidiary, it was still only one of many midsized ones, not something that should consume much of his attention.
He shifted slightly in his seat, looking at her intently, and his legs brushed hers. She held her breath.
"Do you have any plans tonight?" he said.
She shook her head automatically.
Since her latest breakup six months ago, she'd devoted all her attention to work. Work didn't disillusion her like Marcus had. She still couldn't believe he'd proposed to another woman less than a month after they'd split up.
"Excellent." A charming smile appeared on Alex's lips. "Would you like to have dinner with me?"
She shot him a sharp look. She didn't indulge in interoffice dating, no matter how delicious the man in the question was. It was the stupidest CLM -- career limiting move -- she could think of.
"I'd like to talk more about DDE, but my calendar's full at the moment. We can discuss it over dinner. I hate to make you extend your workday, but unfortunately that's the only time I'm available."
Despite his smooth tone, she couldn't shake off the feeling that he was amused by her silent response. Was he laughing at her for thinking he might have romantic interests in her?
She straightened. "It won't be a problem." I hope you won't be a problem.
"Eleanor -- my assistant -- will send you an email this afternoon. How's seven for you?"
"Fine." She rose and shook his hand briskly, purposefully maintaining eye contact even as she felt her hand almost completely engulfed by his much larger and stronger one. Then she gathered her things and left.
~
Alex watched Natalie walk out. When the door had closed behind her, he inhaled deeply. A subtle floral scent lingered in the room. It was quite lovely. His investigators' report on her hadn't included any pictures, and a composed young Asian woman with a sleek chignon wasn't what he'd been expecting. Not at all the type who usually graced Charlie Rodale's arm.
The black skirt suit had flattered her lithe figure, although she'd done her best to appear serious and aggressive -- a corporate Amazon look he found distasteful in general but singularly sexy on her. And those stilettos had done amazing things to her legs. Long, shapely, and deliciously erotic. A legman's fantasy come to life.
A woman who wore shoes like those had a streak of sensuality in her. He pictured her briefly in the shoes and a pair of thigh-highs and felt himself stir.
Alex shook his head sharply and walked back behind his desk. Now was not the time to indulge in fantasy. He'd been upset when Ralph hadn't been able to follow simple instructions... Did Natalie have something to do with Ralph's incompetence? She was, after all, the adopted daughter of Brian Hall, a powerful senator with a lot of connections and one of the reasons why it was proving so difficult to take over Rodale International. Or ruin it outright.
And Natalie was Emily Rodale's goddaughter.
His hands tightened at the thought of the woman he'd hated for so long, the one responsible for destroying his family and ultimately killing his father. Now Emily Rodale had family of her own -- a son -- and a company that allowed her an undeservedly wealthy lifestyle.
He wondered briefly if there was something going on between Brian and Emily. It would be just like that bitch to sell herself to a powerful protector.
But none of that mattered anymore. All the pieces were lined up. His position was fully developed, his strategy superior. After years of preparation and maneuvering, he was ready for the endgame.
He would take everything away from Emily Rodale. Everything.
And he would start with Natalie.
* * * * *
Natalie stepped out of her car in front of an upscale steak house near the Ritz Carlton. A valet took her key, and she hurried inside with her purse and laptop bag. It was three after seven, and she hated being late. Time was money. Although DDE was more relaxed than Goldman Sachs, old habits died hard.
A smiling maître d' greeted her. She gave him Alex's name, and he nodded and led her through a dark mahogany walkway. There were little nicks in the wood here and there, each of them a testament to the restaurant's long history. Caricatures of de Gaulle and Churchill looked down at her from the yellowed wall above the wooden panels. Ceiling fans stirred the air, sending the smoky aroma of perfectly charred meat her way and making her mouth water.
Alex was at a small table for two. He rose at the sight of her, and she paused at the unexpected courtesy. She couldn't decide if he was just old-fashioned about certain things or if it had been a calculated move. Something about him suggested he never did anything without a reason.
"Sorry I'm late," Natalie said, sitting down.
When Alex settled across from her, she realized how intimate the situation was. His knees brushed against hers under the white tablecloth, sensitizing her skin and making her acutely aware of the proximity of his body. She shifted, sitting at an angle and crossing her legs to avoid touching him.
The silver gray of his eyes sparkled in the candle glow as he looked at her, like lightning reflected on diamonds, and their beauty caught her by surprise, made her mute. She felt herself flushing again and was grateful for the dim light inside the restaurant.
He placed his forearms on the table and rested some of his weight on them, the movement bringing his large shoulders in close. "So... Ready to bombard me with documents and PowerPoint presentations?"
"Well, now that you mention it, I do have some printouts for you in my bag. I also sent you a soft copy." She reached down, glad for the distraction. Why did he make her so nervous and flustered and excited all at the same time? She'd had her share of handsome, sophisticated dates. The boarding schools she'd attended were full of the scions of wealthy and influential families, many of them European aristocrats. And the Halls circulated among the crème de la crème of society. It came with the family history of producing governors, senators, and diplomats.
"Work can wait." He waited until she had sat up again, her hands empty, before he said, "I'm really hungry."
The way his eyes darkened as he spoke made her mouth dry. She'd better snap out of it soon before she did something stupid. He was talking about food.
"Let's start with some wine," he said. "Is there anything in particular you'd like?"
Shaking her head, she gave him a bright smile. "I'll leave the selection up to you."
Alex didn't bother to consult the wine list. He raised a finger, and a waiter materialized at their table. Alex murmured his choice. The waiter disappeared just as discreetly as he'd appeared. When he returned with a bottle of Perrier-Jouët, she gave Alex a questioning look. He answered it with a mysterious smile and waited until the champagne was uncorked and poured.
"To your promotion," Alex said, raising his flute.
Natalie blinked. "I'm sorry?"
"Someone has to replace Vivien, and I've decided you're the best candidate. Congratulations."
She automatically clinked her flute with his and took a sip. The cool bubbly vintage slid smoothly down her throat and warmed her.
Placing her glass on the table, she debated how she should feel about this unexpected turn of events. Part of her was thrilled, but another part was cautious at the unorthodox way Alex had given her added responsibilities. Every DDE employee was formally evaluated in July and promoted -- if there was a promotion -- in September. Her coworkers might see the way Alex looked at her and draw erroneous conclusions.
And there was the disconcerting matter of her reaction to him. His effect on her was far more potent than the champagne, and she was fairly sure people around them could tell she wasn't immune to him, which would further fuel the gossip.
Alex smiled. "I drop in on various divisions and streamline their operations every so often. A sudden shift in resources isn't that unusual, if that's what you're worried about."
Natalie added perceptive to the list of qualities she was discovering about him.
"So, would you like to talk to me about your expectations?" she asked.
"No. That'll be Ethan's job."
She frowned. "Ethan?"
"The executive from the London office. He'll be replacing Ralph."
"Oh." She wondered where this was heading. Was this a congratulatory dinner? If so, wouldn't it have been more appropriate to wait until after her new boss's arrival?
"I don't think I've ever worked for a British man before," she said.
"Actually, he's American. I sent him to London to familiarize himself with our European operations and also to help straighten out some problems we were having there."
"Sounds like you trust him quite a bit."
"I do. He's a good man, and I think you'll like working for him." Alex took another drink of champagne, the corded architecture of his neck clearly visible above his collar and tie as he tilted the glass back.
She fidgeted idly with the flute stem, putting it between her thumb and index finger and moving her hand up and down the cool, smooth length of the elegant column. His gaze dropped to follow the movement, the eyelids lowering. She could sense something change in him, an elemental need surging up from somewhere underneath the polite layers of civilization, and it made her acutely aware of her femininity. The air in the restaurant seemed to grow hotter and thicker. How could a man she'd known for less than a day have such a powerful effect on her?
Thankfully, their waiter reappeared and shattered the hypnotic spell. They both ordered steak and a few side dishes, but while she had a small filet mignon, he ordered the largest slab of beef on the menu, an enormous porterhouse.
"I want it so rare it moos on the plate," he said, and the waiter nodded.
When the waiter vanished, Alex turned his full attention back to her. "So tell me... How did a woman like you end up with a name like Hall?" There was a slight emphasis on the you and the Hall that might have been offensive, but he was smiling easily. His eyes went to her ring finger. "You aren't married."
Her personal life was one thing she didn't want to discuss with anyone, especially the CEO of her company. Most especially one who somehow was making her think of tangled sheets. But how could she not answer without appearing rude?
She took a long swallow of the champagne. "I was adopted," she said, her tone discouraging further questions.
"Korean descent?"
She shrugged, irritation surging inside at his refusal to drop the subject. Perhaps he wasn't as perceptive as she thought.
It always bothered her that she didn't know. Natalie's younger sister -- her parents' biological daughter -- Belle, was positive Natalie was either Korean or Japanese, while Louise always said she couldn't tell one Asian from another. Brian hadn't volunteered an opinion except to say: It's not that important what ethnicity you are, is it, sweetie? All that matters is that we found you, took you into our family, and raised you as one of our own.
A political statement if ever there was one. But then Brian had made a career out of being circumspect.
Natalie shoved unpleasant thoughts of her family aside. Time to change the subject. "You're not really interested in talking about work, are you?"
"No."
"So why did you pretend otherwise?"
A hint of humor tugged at the corners of his mouth. "Would you be here if I'd told you the truth?"
"No."
"There you go." He gave her an unrepentant grin.
"Devious," she said, her voice deliberately cool.
He spread his hands. "But hardly criminal. What is criminal is ignoring a smart, sexy woman."
If he'd shown any sign of mockery or insincerity -- even outright flattery -- she'd have walked out on him, CEO or not. But somehow the simple way he spoke made her believe he truly found her desirable. His gaze roamed over her as if he could impart the carnality of his presence onto her.
Sudden images of their bodies, naked and panting, raced through her mind, leaving her breathless. Every feminine intuition in her said that if she showed even a tinge of interest, he'd make love to her until she drowned in sensation. A man like him wouldn't want anything messy like emotional entanglement. Earth-shattering ecstasy was all he promised, all she could ever expect from him.
Well, too bad. Marcus O'Dell had been good in bed, and it just wasn't enough. She wanted a man who could love her unconditionally and for the long term.
"I don't do the interoffice dating thing," she said. "It's kind of a rule with me. So, although this is really flattering, it's not going to work out. Maybe you should find another woman who'll be happy with what you're offering."
He regarded her calmly. "I don't want another woman. And I think it is going to work out."
"You do?"
"Come on, you feel it. There's a lot of chemistry going on here."
True...but still. She gave him her best oh-come-now laugh. "I'm not a teenager anymore. I don't let my hormones make my decisions for me."
"Wanna bet?"
Natalie raised an eyebrow. "Do I want to bet?"
"I'll bet you that you'll have dinner with me again before the week's over."
"And if I do? Then what?"
"Then you lose the bet and owe me a full weekend to change your mind about this 'no interoffice dating' rule of yours."
"What do I get if you lose?"
"Oh, I won't lose. But if I do, I'll give you a million dollars."
Her jaw dropped so fast she was surprised it didn't hit the table. He couldn't be serious. A million dollars?
Their food arrived. Although it smelled absolutely tantalizing, her stomach was knotted too tightly to even think about eating. She could already feel the champagne churning dangerously.
The waiter left, and Natalie leaned forward. "You're joking, right?" she said in a strained whisper.
"About what?" He popped a chunk of steak into his mouth. The chef had taken his instructions seriously. The meat looked like it had barely touched the grill.
"About the bet."
"Not at all. One with six zeros behind it. Cash or wire, your choice."
She stared at him. There wasn't even a trace of humor on his face. Her heartbeat accelerated a little, and she shook her head. "You're going to lose."
Sighing, he put a hand over his heart. "You wound me. Would you truly condemn me to eating alone for the next four days?"
"Oh at least that, if not forever."
A boyishly charming smile lit his face. "Is that so? Then it's a bet?"
As they gazed across the table, Natalie felt something stirring inside. It was more than just sexual attraction. Her feminine core was flattered that he found her desirable enough to risk a million dollars. And amused by and envious of his unshakable confidence that he could win her over in four days and a weekend.
Marcus's abrupt ending of their relationship had made her feel undesirable. She hadn't been able to muster much interest in men since. Not until now.
Would it be so terrible for her to indulge in a flirtation with Alex for a little while?
Her eyes holding his, she picked up her silverware, pushing the fork into her steak and then drawing the knife through it slowly and deliberately. "You're on."
* * * * *
The next morning, Alex entered his office and saw Ethan Lloyd, his best friend and right-hand man. The morning sun gave Ethan a small platinum halo over his blond head. Thin wisps of steam rose from a mug of black coffee by the seat he was leaning in. Ethan never sat, but he didn't exactly slouch, either. It was an effect only he could create. The posture made him look lazy and easygoing. His golden choirboy looks and laughing blue eyes further disguised his true corporate-raider nature.
"You're getting indolent in your old age," Ethan said.
Although he was American, he'd lived in England long enough to pick up just a hint of a British accent. He adjusted his gray Savile Row suit jacket. Off-the-rack suits were not an option because of his enormous shoulders and narrow waist. It was the legacy of the amateur-bodybuilding phase of his life.
When Alex raised an eyebrow, Ethan added, "I've been here for at least half an hour."
Alex snorted. "Eleanor said ten minutes, max."
"Traitor." Ethan's affectionate tone belied his words. "I even brought her a box of Belgian chocolates."
"She knows who signs her paychecks." Alex walked around and sat behind his desk. "When did you land?"
"Late last night." Ethan opened a pocket-sized notebook and twisted his pen until the silver tip emerged. "So what is it that you want me to do here?"
"The Rodales."
Ethan's eyes sharpened for a moment before returning to their usual relaxed state. It occurred so fast most people wouldn't have caught it. Alex did.
"Is that why you got rid of Ralph and Vivien?"
"Partially."
"I presume you're going to handle the takeover personally?"
"Yep." Alex could almost taste the victory, the completion of his revenge against Emily Rodale. An eye for an eye. He wanted her to suffer as much as his family had. No, that wasn't true. He wanted to return the pain tenfold.
Alex's fingers drummed on the thick sheaf of paper on his desk. It was a new valuation of Rodale International. "One way or the other, I'll have it."
Ethan sipped his coffee. "Okay. So I guess you'll want Jennifer to work with us on this as well."
"No. She's staying in France."
"Then who's replacing Vivien?"
"Natalie Hall. She used to work under Ralph and Vivien." Alex saw Ethan's eyes narrow. "Don't worry, she's sharp. She'll be fine."
Actually, more than fine. Alex would have liked nothing better than to have had her for dessert last night. Only the knowledge that he would win the bet by the end of the week had prevented him from acting on his male instinct.
Ethan was looking at him. "You want to get her in bed."
"Crossed my mind. So?"
"So she might be in bed with the Rodales."
"Why do you think that?"
"It makes no sense that Ralph would make so many blunders and lose two big contracts to Rodale International. Someone must be feeding information to the Rodales, and Natalie is a logical choice. She has easy access to the right information."
Alex leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. "I've considered the possibility." That had been one of the reasons he'd sought her out.
"But you don't think she's to blame."
"No."
Ethan shook his head. "Don't let your attraction to her cloud your judgment. Willing women are a buck a bushel," he said, reverting to his Midwestern roots.
It was true that she intrigued him, and maybe that was affecting his thinking. But Alex's instinct told him Natalie wasn't the mole. Still, a woman had been the cause of his father's downfall -- a man who'd been invincible otherwise. "I know what I'm doing."
"Okay." And just like that, Ethan dropped the topic, his eyes turning bland again.
"Invite Natalie to dinner later this week."
Ethan's mouth quirked. "Spanish Inquisition?"
"No. You need to brief her on her new responsibilities."
Ethan rose from his seat, a lazy smile making him look utterly harmless. "Thursday all right?"
Alex nodded.
"Should I let her know who's coming?"
"Why would you want to do such a thing?"
Shaking his head and laughing, Ethan left.
* * * * *
Natalie couldn't decide what she ought to feel. Alex had ignored her since Monday, and she was both relieved and disappointed. The whole bet had probably been a joke; he must have been having fun at her expense.
She was still in the same office, but now the plate on her door read "Senior Financial Analyst". None of her coworkers had said anything about her promotion except "congratulations", although Danielle had brought in a home-baked cake. Apparently there was a pay raise that came with Natalie's new responsibilities. Not that she would need it once Alex paid her her million dollars, haha.
"Almost done with the P&L?" Natalie said, stopping by Danielle's cubicle on her way out.
Danielle nodded. "Just a couple more adjustments."
"Thanks. Send me a soft copy when you're done." She said good night and left the office.
Ethan wanted the figures first thing the next morning. Natalie was finding him fabulous to work for. Unlike Alex, he didn't distract her with overwhelming sexuality. Not that he wasn't attractive, but he was just charming enough to make her like him without clouding her mind with lust. Although...he did have great shoulders.
Just before three, Ethan had sent her directions to a small but excellent Italian restaurant in Reston. Natalie knew the place; she'd been there once with Brian right before she'd gone to college. Louise and Belle, of course, had been too busy to spend the day with her. As usual.
The restaurant was a low, square building in the middle of an Etruscan-themed shopping center, orange lights glowing inside and casting the diners into silhouette. The evening breeze toyed with an Italian flag as Natalie walked up the entryway. She pulled open the heavy cherry door and was immediately greeted by a tall man, all dark, wavy hair and white teeth, who called her signorina.
She mentioned Ethan's name and was led through the dining area back to a private corner where a horseshoe-shaped seat wrapped around the table.
Ethan sat -- or was it lounged? -- on one end of the seat. His face lit up when he saw her.
"Good evening."
She returned his smile, sat on the other side, and ordered a glass of Chianti. "Sorry I made you wait. The meeting this afternoon lasted longer than expected. How long have you been here?"
"I just sat down, actually." He sipped his red wine and gestured at the breadbasket full of crusty garlic bread. "Help yourself; they just brought it out. So, everything taken care of?"
She nodded and reached for a piece. It was still warm. "Danielle should have the numbers ready by tomorrow morning."
"Excellent."
A familiar baritone voice came from behind her, and Natalie's heart almost stopped. She turned around to see Alex looming over her. "What are you doing here?"
"Nice to see you again too," he said in a bland tone that didn't quite manage to hide his amusement. "Didn't Ethan tell you? It's a welcome dinner for him."
She gave her new boss a sharp glance. He responded with a smile, which somehow failed to work its magic this time. She turned back to Alex. "So, where is everybody?" She made a show of looking around. "It doesn't look like you invited anyone else from the office."
"Well, you're the only one who'll be working closely with him." Alex sat beside her, and she had no choice but to move closer to the middle to make room. Now she was sandwiched between the two large men.
Despite her apprehensions, Alex didn't seem to want to focus his formidable sexuality on her. But her senses were so acutely attuned to his presence that it didn't really matter what he did. The man had an animal magnetism that just wouldn't quit. How could one person exude so much masculine force? It made her want to wrap herself around him and luxuriate in hot, virile male flesh.
Doing her best to ignore him, she took a bite of the bread. Herbs and butter created an exquisite blend of flavors on her tongue. Alex and Ethan started talking about a recent tennis match. The restaurant was too crowded for business conversation, especially anything confidential. And a lot of DDE's work fell into that category, given that the Department of Defense was the company's biggest client. She pursed her lips. Why was she here? She felt out of place and excluded, especially since she didn't know anything about tennis.
When their waiter returned, everyone ordered. When had Alex and Ethan figured out what they wanted? They'd been chatting the whole time, their menus untouched.
Ethan turned to her. "We never talked about your roles and expectations," he said. "We're consolidating the work of three people into two, so it's going to be more challenging, but also a great growth opportunity for you."
She nodded. Two people doing three people's job... Did it mean DDE didn't plan to fill her old position which was now vacant? Or maybe Alex would be leaving soon?
Ethan went on with her new duties. She tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but her mind wandered to Alex. If he was only going to be around for a short while, she was glad she hadn't given in to him. He'd undoubtedly been looking for a short fling, and that wasn't what she wanted right now.
The waiter returned to the table with a large tray balanced on his hand. His arrival pulled Natalie out of her gloomy thoughts. There was seafood pasta to be had, and it looked positively delectable, filled with the tiny peppers that she loved.
Ethan's cell phone rang. "Sorry." He glanced at the caller ID. "Juliane. Guten tag." He made a face and excused himself from the table.
Natalie glanced at Alex. Ethan's presence had made her feel safer, but now...
"Ahh...Europeans." Alex smiled. "You'd think they'd have more respect for our business hours."
"Maybe it's really his girlfriend. She must be very sad to see him go to America."
"I've seen his girlfriend. She won't be lonely for long." Alex took a sip of his wine. "Ever been to Europe?"
"I went to school there for fourteen years." Exiled would be a better word. Shrugging, she pasted on a bright smile. "My parents wanted the best education for me."
"America has some fine private schools. Especially in this area."
She fiddled with her napkin. "True. I actually was accepted at Exeter, but my parents wanted me to have a more cosmopolitan upbringing."
"Hobnobbing with the likes of the Rockefellers and the du Ponts wouldn't have been cosmopolitan enough?"
A slight hint of sarcasm in his tone made her pause, but she was probably projecting her feelings. She'd thought the same when Louise had made her speech about how Exeter wasn't good enough. "Well, you know. The cachet of Europe." Natalie rolled her eyes and took a sip of wine.
~
Alex didn't buy Natalie's act for a second. She was trying hard, but he could detect hints of embarrassment and injured pride in her voice.
He already knew a lot about her family. Her sister, the real Hall daughter, hadn't gone to Europe to study.
"That was very nice of them," Alex said. Time to switch gears. "Are you planning to resign anytime soon to join your father's campaign?"
Her eyes widened, and she let out a short laugh. "I don't think that's something I want to tell the CEO of my company."
"Why not?"
"If I tell you I'm going to quit soon, I'm lacking in company loyalty. If I tell you I'm not, I'm lacking in family loyalty. Either way I seem to lose." She put a bite of pasta in her mouth, chewed, swallowed, and dabbed at her lips with her napkin. "Actually, I don't plan to quit. Bri...Dad already has Belle -- that's my sister -- and a very competent staff. I'm sure I won't be needed."
Interesting. Most politicians' families tended to work together on campaigns to project a happy, wholesome image to the public. With Virginia's conservative constituency, he would've thought her smiling, loving presence would have been required. Whether it was an election or a corporate takeover, everything had to be ready and lined up correctly in order to win.
A glimpse of wistfulness passed through her eyes, but she quickly lowered her eyelashes. The tightly coiffed hair made her features stark under the amber glow of the restaurant lights. She was an intelligent woman, highly educated and experienced. Three years at Goldman Sachs in Hong Kong, Wharton MBA, three years at DDE. Even her outfit said "I'm a pro."
Still...there was a lingering vulnerability about her that made him want to reach out and protect her. The thought was disconcerting. Alex liked his women worldly, ambitious, and driven, ones who understood and were comfortable with the kind of relationship he preferred.
Ethan reappeared. "I have to go. An emergency conference call." He turned to Natalie. "I'm sorry. Perhaps next time?"
She gave him a regretful smile. "Sure. Good night."
After Ethan left, silence descended on the table. Natalie fidgeted with the bits of pasta left on her plate. Alex finally leaned back. "Dessert? This place is supposed to have the best tiramisu in town."
"Why not? I never say no to dessert."
He signaled the waiter, who cleared their table and went to get the tiramisu.
Alex held a bottle over her glass. "More wine?"
"No, thank you. I have to drive home."
"Cab it and expense it, if you want."
"I'd rather not."
Shrugging, Alex poured rest of the Chianti for himself and placed the empty bottle at the end of the table. Their tiramisu appeared, and he took a bite of the moist, bittersweet treat.
"You've gotta wonder if they knew we'd order this all along," Alex said.
"Mmmm. Probably."
Alex watched her eat. Her full, red mouth looked startlingly erotic closing around the small silver fork. Her pink tongue darted out to lick it clean of cream and crumbs before she went for more. If it had been anyone else, he'd have found the move calculated, but with Natalie, everything was unconsciously done, which only added to her allure. He imagined all sorts of pleasurable things they could do in private.
"You owe me something," he said.
"What?"
"Remember the bet we made on Monday?"
A frown appeared on her face, and he almost laughed. Obviously, she hadn't been thinking about that at all.
"I thought it was only for a private dinner and only if you asked me out."
"Uh-uh. The only thing we agreed to was another dinner before the week was over."
She pursed her lips. "That's ridiculous."
"Hey, all you had to do was say no to Ethan's invitation."
~
Natalie continued to frown at him, but he seemed completely oblivious.
"Unless you asked Ethan if he invited me and he lied outright," Alex added magnanimously.
No, she hadn't asked. Her mistake.
Alex laughed. "Don't look so torn. We're not getting engaged here. It's just a weekend."
"I guess. Still, a million bucks would've been nicer," she said, her voice even.
"A bit mercenary, don't you think?"
"Don't pretend you don't like money. Obviously you do."
"And you do too. Fair enough. So, why didn't you go back to Goldman? They pay better than DDE."
"Because I wanted a career change." And because an ex -- the mistake before Marcus -- was still working there. Just thinking about Jack gave her the shivers now. "There's a point where money can't compensate enough for personal sacrifices." She put her fork down and pulled out her slim PDA. "Let's get this over with. When would you like to claim your prize?"
"That's awfully...unromantic of you."
"Oh, were you expecting romance? After all, we're not getting engaged here."
A corner of his lips quirked. "If the thrill of being pursued is what you want..."
She smoothed her hair. A superfluous gesture -- not a strand was out of place since she'd applied extra strength gel to it that morning. "When and where?"
Alex waved at her gadget. "Put that thing away." He signaled the waiter for the check, handed him several twenties, and rose.
The parking lot was dark, the late evening breeze unusually crisp but without teeth. Rows of cars gleamed under the pale street lights. Alex pushed his hands into his pants pockets.
"Where are you parked?"
"Over there." She gestured at her Audi several yards away.
As he walked with her to her vehicle, anticipation hummed in her blood. Whatever he was planning wouldn't end the way he wanted; she'd make sure of that. But knowing that a pursuit had started and that this overwhelmingly sexual male wanted her made every female instinct of hers jittery with an excited trepidation.
When they reached the car, she turned to look at him. Something she couldn't identify glimmered in his eyes. She licked her suddenly dry lips.
Alex stepped closer, invading her personal space. She didn't move away. Even through the gap between them, she could feel his body heat. She shivered.
"Are you cold?" he whispered into her ear. His breath tickled the sensitive skin and melted her inside.
"No." She sighed the word in a soft whisper.
Alex's head dipped, his mouth taking Natalie's. He was as aggressive as a warlord bent on subduing a rebellion. She responded with a thrust of her tongue, her eyelids drifting lower. He tasted like fine wine and man, and somehow the combination was more potent than anything she'd ever experienced before. Her head spun, and she clutched his shoulders. His hands roamed over her body, leaving a trail of delicious warmth in their path. She wanted to burrow into him.
There was a moan.
Natalie didn't know who made the noise and didn't care. Alex pushed her against the side of the car and brought their bodies closer. She felt the thick length of his erection against her belly through the layers of their clothes. It only intensified her desire. She moved against his sex and found herself wet.
She had a sudden picture of herself perched on the hood of the car, her skirt bunched around her hips and his hard length probing her. She whimpered, but his mouth on hers muffled the sound. Her greedy hands surveyed his body, and she bit back a moan of frustration at the crisp white shirt in the way. She'd kill to rip it off and put her hands on his bare skin. His breath, hot and fast, fanned the side of her neck where her pulse beat rapidly. She reveled in the maelstrom of sensation. This was like a drug -- a mindless desire that nothing could stop, not his control or her caution.
His fingers dug into her hair and undid her chignon. He lifted his head briefly to look down at her.
"God, you're beautiful. You should never put your hair up," he said, his voice guttural.
Her knees felt unable to support her. Suddenly it seemed entirely possible that she would have sex with her CEO in a very public place.
A convertible drove by, honking. A couple of teenagers in the car catcalled.
And just like that, the magic vanished. Alex cursed under his breath. Natalie's chest rose and fell rapidly. She noticed his hand on her breast and shifted until it fell from her body. It amazed and frightened her how quickly he'd managed to strip her defenses and reach the core of her desire.
When he started to lower his head again, she said, "Don't."
He paused, his mouth only a hairsbreadth away from hers.
"I don't think the bet was for a kiss," she said, hating her shaky voice. She reached behind and touched her hair. After what Alex had done, it wasn't even repairable.
His eyes shuttered, but he didn't step away as she'd hoped. "You think you can control your reaction just like that?" he said, his breath on her lips. "On and off, depending on the situation and your mood?"
"I know I can." Natalie maintained eye contact and saw anger, then that iron control of his overruling it. It felt good to get a reaction from him. She shifted her hands, pushed him gently back. "I'm not a slave to sensation. Let me know what weekend is good for you." She unlocked her car. "Good night, Alex. Thank you for dinner. By the way, if you want to romance a woman, you should try just asking her out. You might be surprised at the result."
Alex rested his hands on her car and leaned forward. With the lights behind him, she couldn't read his expression. "Allow me to romance you, then. What are you doing on Saturday?"
"Sorry, but I have plans for the evening."
"As it happens, so do I. I meant during the day."
"Well, I'm not working," she said blandly. "Are you asking me out?"
"Isn't that what you want?" A quick grin flashed across his face, his teeth white in the darkness. "Come on."
An equal mixture of amusement and excitement made her want to laugh. Despite her misgivings, she wanted to see where this would lead. Surely, as long as she was completely aware of her emotions, she could stop it before she was in too deep. "What time?"
"Ten, if you're fashionably late for dates. Otherwise, ten thirty. Dress comfortably. I'll pick you up at your place."
This time, she allowed herself a small, throaty chuckle. "See you at ten thirty."
* * * * *
"Do him, quit your job when you've had your fill, and then come join me here in Hong Kong."
Natalie almost spewed Diet Coke on her laptop. She'd forgotten how blunt Kerri could be.
"Uh, I don't think that's a good idea."
"For God's sake, you have a Wharton MBA. Goldman would love to have you back."
It was actually kind of tempting. Natalie wouldn't have to deal with her family anymore. There were always convenient excuses for missing holidays when you were an investment banker: new deals to close, business trips, canceled vacations -- all her boss's fault, of course.
"So what are you still doing at the office?" Natalie asked. "Isn't it almost eight p.m.? On Saturday?"
"Almost nine, actually. I've got this new deal with a Korean client. Freakin' workaholics don't take Saturdays off."
Natalie laughed. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. Kerri Wilson might as well have had a plaque on her wall that said Workaholic Extraordinaire. She was going to make VP this year, and Natalie predicted her best friend would increase her hours even more after the promotion. She felt sorry for the analysts and associates who were going to be working under her.
"Seriously, what are you doing at a government contractor? You belong with the big boys. I bet if you'd joined Goldman right after you got your degree, you would've made VP last year...maybe sooner."
Natalie leaned back in her living room chair. She watched the white ceiling fan stir the air gently. "Stop sounding like a high school guy on a date. You're not going to flatter me into anything."
"Fine. But you know, it's been six months since that SOB -- Marcus, wasn't it? -- dumped you. There's nothing keeping you there. Think about what I said." Someone mumbled something in the background. "Gotta go. I'll call you later."
Natalie tossed the headset on the desk. Her cat, Matto, jumped onto the desk and stared at her Diet Coke.
"No!" Natalie said, grabbing the glass.
He meowed plaintively, and she placed him on her lap. Despite his long, lean lines, the Pixie-Bob was heavier and more muscular than most house cats -- the legacy of his half-lynx heritage. She'd found him at a pet shop when she'd first moved back to Virginia and fallen in love with the incorrigible kitten. He had the additional advantage of keeping her family away, all of whom were allergic to cats.
Natalie scratched him behind the ears for a while, then rose from her seat, putting him down on the floor. Her hair was already almost dry from the morning shower. Matto followed her into the bedroom. For a male, he seemed awfully interested in her grooming rituals.
The master bedroom was mostly white and green. Crumpled pale yellow sheets covered her canopy bed, setting off an elaborate olive frame made of wrought-iron.
Do him.
Natalie shook her head. She had it bad if the sight of an empty bed made her think of getting hot and naked with Alex. Kerri was right; there was nothing holding her in Virginia. But Natalie didn't want to give the impression that she was running away because of her breakup with Marcus. What would people think? What would her family say? This year was just too important to cause any stir.
She walked into her closet and stared at the clothes hanging neatly on wooden hangers.
Dress comfortably, Alex had said. Did that mean jeans and a T-shirt? Or something comfortable but semi-dressy?
She put on a tight white baby tee and a pair of faded jeans after a moment of debate. If he'd wanted her to dress up, he would've said so.
The vanity was narrow and fit right against the wall between the doors to the living room and the master bathroom. She sat before the tall mirror and put on her makeup. The doorbell rang as she was pulling her hair back.
The clock over the mirror read ten thirty.
She went to the door, securing her ponytail with a pink barrette. Matto trotted in front of her.
She opened the door to find Alex standing in the hallway, smiling. "Watch out," she said, letting him in. "Matto sometimes pees on people."
Alex frowned and squatted. The dark fabric of his jeans stretched over his muscular thighs, and he looked even better than the last time she'd seen him. Alex scratched behind the cat's ears, the muscles in his forearm flexing as his fingers moved. Matto started to purr. "Seems friendly enough to me."
"Wow. I guess you passed the test."
"Ready?" Alex said, standing.
"Yeah." She grabbed a small handbag on the couch and waved at Matto. "Bye-bye, baby." She locked the door. Matto mewled farewell from the other side.
"I didn't know you had a cat," he said. "You don't seem like a pet person."
"Matto's my first."
They walked down the stairs to the first floor, her casual beige wedge sandals making small tok-tok sounds against the steel and concrete steps. "So where are we going?"
"You'll see."
The parking lot was mostly empty. With weather this nice, most people were out and about. Green leaves shaded the sidewalk as they walked to the car -- a gorgeous bright yellow Lamborghini Murciélago.
Natalie suppressed a smile. She'd seen Alex drive a sedate black Mercedes at work, but for a date, he was going to play his automotive trump card.
Men and their cars and their egos.
He opened the passenger-side door, which swung up like an old mailbox flag rather than out. She levered herself inside and surreptitiously ran her hands over the butter-soft leather. The Italians somehow managed to make cars that were fuel inefficient but never failed to capture the male imagination.
Alex sat in the driver's seat. The engine came to life and settled into a low, pulsing rumble. He touched the accelerator, and the car shot out from its spot. They dashed along the narrow streets and into the traffic of the Fairfax County Parkway.
"You're driving way too fast," she said. "This area is crawling with cops."
He grinned at her. "What's the point of having a fast car if you drive like an old lady?"
She laughed, relishing the power and speed, the feeling of being pushed back into her seat. She liked to drive fast but didn't, again at Louise's stern warning. A Hall must maintain dignity and uphold the laws. Natalie shook her head, trying to empty her mind of her family. Brian's birthday was today, and she'd see them soon enough.
They turned onto a long, winding road in the outskirts of northern Virginia. Tree branches spread over their path in an endless green canopy. The sunlight peeked through small gaps between the leaves and dotted the asphalt. It would be gorgeous in autumn when the leaves started changing and turned into a kaleidoscope of colors.
Natalie watched the view change from suburbs to countryside. After forty-five minutes, Alex finally stopped at a wide meadow. He got out of the car and swung the door up for her. She stepped out and looked at the lake on the other side. The light played on the surface, crusting it with diamond brilliance.
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