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			Instinct was urging Adam to hustle her straight back into the lift and have her escorted off the premises because as he approached her it was becoming appallingly apparent that her effect on him was as immediate and intense as he recalled.

			A month ago, she’d decimated fourteen years of steely control with one blink of her beautiful brown eyes and he was in danger of allowing her to do it again now.

			No. He could handle the attraction, he assured himself as he came to a stop in front of her and banked the response of his body to her intoxicating proximity. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d denied his libido. Once this job was underway, he would keep interaction to a minimum and maintain his distance unless strictly necessary. He had no reason to deliberately seek her out and more than enough work to be getting on with. He would focus on the endgame and keep a clear head. It was only for two weeks. It would pass in a flash.

			“Adam Courtney, CEO,” he said, pasting a professional smile to his face and holding out his hand. “Welcome to the Courtney Collection.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			‘DO I KNOW YOU? Because you look a lot like my next girlfriend.’

			Sitting at the bar of Manhattan’s newest and buzziest cocktail lounge, Ella Green winced. The chat-up line delivered by the guy on her left was as repellent as the malodorous combination of alcohol, sweat and cologne that was emanating from him and catching her at the back of her throat. It was the twenty-first century. Could a woman still not drown her sorrows in public on her own on a Friday night in June in peace?

			‘You don’t know me, I’m afraid,’ she said politely, as she ramped up the back off vibes and edged away.

			‘But I’d like to,’ said the guy, leaning a little more heavily on the bar, his smile presumably aiming for seductive but resulting in somewhere between dribbling and lecherous. ‘I’m Pete. Do you have a name or should I just call you “mine”?’

			Ugh. ‘Never do that.’

			‘You know, if I could rearrange the alphabet, I’d put “U” and “I” together.’

			Ella sighed. ‘It’s “you” and “me.”’

			‘What?’

			‘If you’re going to try and pick me up with terrible lines, at least be grammatically correct about it.’

			Utter befuddlement met that remark. ‘“U” and “me” doesn’t work,’ said Pete with a frown.

			‘Well, there you go then. Take the hint.’

			He didn’t. Instead, he doubled down. ‘Would you at least stroke my arm so I can tell my friends I’ve been touched by an angel?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then how about I stroke yours?’

			He reached out and put his hand on her bare upper arm, and in the blink of an eye she’d spun round, her knee had connected with his groin and the contents of her glass had landed on his shirt.

			Pete gave a yowl and clutched his genitals, his face contorted in pain, but Ella refused to feel guilty. She had given him every opportunity to go away and leave her alone. It was his own fault he hadn’t taken it.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, not sorry at all. ‘Dodgy stool.’

			Gasping and spluttering, Pete plucked at the vodka-soaked cotton, puce with humiliation and evidently furious. ‘Frigid bitch.’

			‘Inebriated jerk.’

			With a filthy glare, he limped off and Ella swung back to the bar. She wasn’t frigid. Or a bitch. She just valued her personal space and didn’t appreciate being groped against her will. Like most people, she imagined. Although most people probably hadn’t grown up in a dangerous, deprived backwater of a neighbourhood where it was sensible to learn self-defence at an early age.

			‘Nice moves.’

			This dry remark came from the guy on her right, who was a different kettle of fish entirely.

			She’d been bitterly contemplating her drink when he’d sat down beside her ten minutes earlier. An odd sort of charge had electrified the displaced air. An exquisitely woodsy scent had wafted towards her. Her skin prickling in the most peculiar way, she’d instinctively glanced over and out of habit had catalogued what she’d been able to see from the side.

			A man of around her age, maybe a few years older. Thick dark hair. Straight nose. Square jaw with the hint of a five-o’clock shadow. Pale blue Oxford shirt, sleeves rolled up. Tanned, muscled forearms. An expensive-looking gold-faced and tan-leather-strapped watch on his left wrist. Big hands, long fingers, short, neat nails.

			Very attractive in profile, she’d concluded as a hot shiver had rippled down her spine. Possibly even more so from the front.

			She’d reluctantly averted her gaze before he could catch her ogling. He’d summoned the bartender and given the order for a large Scotch, his cut glass accent indicating that he came from the other side of the Atlantic. Parking her curiosity and leaving him to whatever had him also studying his drink, Ella had resumed her acidic ruminations on the gross unfairness of life that meant her unspeakable ex was up for an industry award while she was still trying to repair her career after their short yet illicit workplace affair blew up a year ago. But she’d nevertheless remained acutely aware of her neighbour’s size, stillness and his intriguing sense of contained power—until her attention had been claimed in the other direction.

			Now, however, with that deep deliciously sexy voice aimed straight at her, the timbre of it vibrating through her body and igniting her nerve endings, she turned. Her gaze met his, and for one breathtaking moment the world slammed to a halt. The dimly lit bar with its glittering opulence and sultry vibe vanished. The bottom fell out of her stomach. Her heart skipped a beat and then began to race.

			She’d been right, she thought dazedly, her head spinning and her temperature rocketing. He was even more attractive from the front. His eyes were like the ocean. As blue and as deep as the Pacific. And suddenly she felt a stab of empathy for Pete, because as cringeworthy as the thought was, she wanted to dive right into them.

			After what felt like an hour but could only have been a second, Ella blinked, snapping the sizzling connection. Her surroundings swam into focus and the world cranked back into gear.

			‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said, still a little breathless from the impact he was having on her. ‘It was an accident.’

			His mesmerising eyes glinted with wry amusement. ‘Of course it was.’

			‘The perils of an uneven floor.’

			‘A dodgy stool, I thought you said.’

			‘It’s a dangerous combination.’

			‘And there was me deliberating over whether to intervene.’

			‘How would you have done that?’ she asked, immediately envisaging him stripping off his shirt and squaring up to her former admirer, all rippling muscles and simmering outrage on her behalf. Which was bizarre when, firstly, she was a financial auditor with a keen eye for numerical detail but next to no imagination and, secondly, she had never ever needed rescuing.

			‘I hadn’t thought that far.’

			That was a shame. ‘Lucky, then, that I can take care of myself.’

			‘Not so lucky for Pete.’

			‘I gave him fair warning.’

			‘More than enough,’ he agreed. ‘His lines were appalling. He needs to learn to take no for an answer.’ He ran his gaze over her face, her hair, her body, scorching her like a laser where it lingered. Then he added, with the glimmer of a devastating smile, ‘But I can’t blame him for trying.’

			In response to his appreciative scrutiny—so much more welcome than the leery Pete’s—Ella flushed from head to toe and fizzed with pleasure. ‘Thank you. I think.’

			‘I’m Adam.’

			Swinging round, he held out his hand and she automatically took it. ‘Ella,’ she said, just about able to recall her name even though tiny shocks were shooting up her arm into her head and short-circuiting her brain.

			‘May I replenish your drink?’

			He could do anything he wanted with that voice and those eyes. If he reached out and peeled off her dress, right here, right now, she’d be helpless to stop him. In fact, she’d probably tell him to hurry up. And that was concerning for a single-minded control freak who made decisions with her head, not her heart. But she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so instantly and comprehensively attracted to a man. Ever.

			‘That’s very straightforward of you,’ she said, boldly checking out the perfection of his masculine features and the impressive breadth of his shoulders while the heat whipping around inside her coalesced into a puddle of lust that settled low in her abdomen. ‘Don’t you want to tell me that even though you’re not a photographer you can picture us together?’

			‘No,’ he said, his voice dropping an octave. ‘Although I can.’

			‘How?’

			‘You don’t want to know.’

			‘I do.’

			He leaned in and murmured, ‘It involves a large bed and no clothes.’

			God. He didn’t beat about the bush. If she’d had any doubt about the mutuality of the attraction, it had just been pulverised. Her mouth dried. Her entire body throbbed. This man could invade her personal space any day of the week, she thought as she exhaled slowly and swallowed hard. ‘Tell me more.’

			‘I’m still working on the details,’ he said, drawing back just enough for her to be able to see that his pupils were so dilated little of the blue remained. ‘But if you’re after a line, I’m more than happy to admit that I was feeling a little off today until you just turned me on. Perverse, I know, but there it is. You’re beautiful and fierce. It’s another dangerous combination.’

			If anything was dangerous, it was him. She’d always enjoyed this dance, the flirty back and forth and the heavy looks—until the lousy experience with her ex had meant that she’d had to focus on rebuilding her career to the exclusion of all else. But what was going on here was on a whole other level.

			This man, who was gazing at her with such heat that she felt as though she could catch fire any moment now, was unleashing that reined-in power she’d sensed earlier. He wasn’t bothering with a slow-burning build-up. He was pouring petrol on the bonfire and setting it alight. Deliberately or not, he was killing her brain cells, one by one, and unravelling the control she’d always considered rock solid.

			They’d only been talking for five minutes, but already she could visualise them writhing around together in that bed. Her breasts were tingling. White-hot desire was pouring through her with such strength that her inhibitions were fast becoming history. She wanted to leap onto his lap and seal her mouth to his while yanking his shirt aside and putting her hands on his bare chest.

			It was insane. Incomprehensible. And to someone who’d had to forswear fun for the last twelve months to concentrate on her career and had sorely missed intimacy of the steamy, sweaty kind, it was absolutely thrilling.

			‘What were you drinking?’

			That was an excellent question. Liquid dopamine? Dynamite? ‘Martini.’

			‘How do you like it?’

			‘The dirtier the better.’

			A faint smile curved his gorgeous mouth and detonated tiny bombs of excitement inside her. ‘A woman after my own heart.’

			‘I’m not after anyone’s heart,’ she countered with an imperceptible shudder. Never had been, never would be. Even the thought of giving up her hard-won independence brought her out in a cold sweat. Compromise? Sacrifice? No, thank you very much. She’d had to climb countless ladders to get out of the impoverished, fetid and perilous trailer park in which she’d grown up and make something of herself. Conquering the world of auditing was her number one priority and she needed no distractions.

			But the pure unadulterated lust currently ravaging her system? That she could indulge.

			‘Neither am I,’ he said with equal intensity.

			‘Single?’

			‘Always.’

			‘You could not be more perfect,’ she breathed on a sigh.

			‘Nor could you.’

			For one long hot moment, they just stared at each other, the air between them humming with energy, her drink forgotten. His hand found her bare knee, and her skin first shivered then sizzled when it inched up her thigh. She leaned in as if magnetised and touched her fingers to those of his other hand, which rested on the bar. The buzzing electricity that flowed through the circuit they formed was so powerful she wouldn’t be surprised if the effects could be felt in Brooklyn.

			His gaze dropped to her mouth and her heart thundered. The desire radiating off him was almost palpable. She’d never experienced such instant and blistering chemistry or felt so...carnal.

			The sensible, rational voice in her head—to which she usually paid avid attention—insisted that this was no simple flirtation, that she was way out of her depth, that she really should not do what it suspected she was going to do. She must not lose focus, it demanded. Rebuilding her career had been her primary goal for the last twelve months and she had to stick to that.

			But it didn’t stand a chance.

			Nothing mattered except satisfying the primal urge to act on the need rampaging through her. Like a train thundering along the tracks, she was heading in one direction only, her destination flashing at her like a beacon from the moment their gazes had collided. It wasn’t as if she’d be there for long, she assured herself. She’d be back to reality soon enough.

			‘Would you like to take this conversation somewhere a bit more private?’ she said, so desperate to assuage the throbbing ache between her legs that she was incapable of thinking about anything else.

			He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even blink. ‘Yes,’ he said, sounding as though he’d swallowed gravel. ‘I very much would.’
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			What the hell he thought was doing as he closed the bathroom door behind him and flipped the lock, Adam Courtney had no idea. He didn’t pick women up in bars, no matter how powerfully sexy and beautiful they were. He’d given up that sort of selfish, reckless behaviour fourteen years ago at the age of eighteen, when his mother had died because he’d been too busy screwing around to save her, and Charley, his then eight-year-old sister, had been left rudderless.

			At no point since had he relapsed. These days, his ultra-brief relationships were infrequent and discreet. He would not turn into his callous, philandering father, he’d reminded himself over the years on the rare occasion his control threatened to slip. His reputation for steadiness and integrity was inextricably linked to that of the Courtney Collection, the luxury goods empire that had been in his family for over a century and which he now headed up, and he would do nothing to jeopardise it.

			Yet he hadn’t hesitated for even a moment when Ella had suggested he give her a couple of minutes and then join her in here. His reputation hadn’t crossed his mind. For the first time in years, he wasn’t thinking with his brain. From the moment he’d looked into her gorgeous brown eyes, he’d been driven entirely by the clamouring needs of his body, and he was far too battered by recent events to resist the power of the desire that had surged through him.

			He’d noticed her the minute he’d reached the bar at which he’d intended to rid himself of the tension that had been dogging him for weeks by consuming large quantities of single malt. It had been impossible not to. Her hair flowed down her back in long golden waves that gleamed in the low lighting and looked as though they would feel like silk. Her sleeveless dress, the colour of buttermilk, clung to generous curves and revealed toned tanned arms. A brief glance to his left as he’d taken possession of the stool to her right had told him that her profile was exquisite, her complexion flawless. And judging by the looks she’d attracted, he wasn’t the only one to think so.

			But although his interest had been piqued, he hadn’t planned on speaking to her. She’d appeared preoccupied and he’d had plenty else to dwell on. Such as Helberg Holdings, the global conglomerate that had been in his sights for over a decade, which was in serious financial trouble and therefore ripe for a takeover.

			The minute he’d heard seven months ago that the cantankerous owner had died, he’d started buying up the dirt-cheap shares, and victory, he’d thought with grim satisfaction as his stake steadily grew, would soon be his. Once in his possession, he’d sell off everything except Montague’s, the jewellery business that had been beloved of his mother and used to belong to the Courtney Collection until his father had sold it to Reed Helberg for a dollar out of spite. That, he’d welcome back into the fold and restore to its former glory, and then, perhaps, the crushing guilt that had weighed on him so heavily and for so long might lift a little.

			Lately, however, the availability of the stock had plummeted, and the share price was rocketing to a level that was beginning to challenge even his exceedingly deep pockets. He faced the very real possibility that the company could slip through his fingers, and that simply could not happen. Whatever the threat—rivals, internal machinations, anything—he needed to neutralise it.

			Adam had been contemplating hiring a private investigator to dig into what was going on when the idiotic Pete had made his move and then the coolly magnificent Ella had made hers. He hadn’t been able to resist checking she was all right under the guise of expressing his admiration at her handling of the situation, but never in a million years could he have anticipated feeling as though he’d been struck by lightning when their eyes had met.

			Yet that was precisely what had happened.

			In the space of a millisecond, his pulse rate had shot through the roof and his head had emptied of everything but the need to get her naked. Every drop of his blood had rushed to his groin and the erection he’d sprung had been so hard it had ached.

			They’d talked—about what he could hardly recall—and all he’d been able to focus on was her mouth. He’d wanted it on his, on his skin, taking him in as deeply as she could. She’d stared at him hungrily, obliterating years of ironclad control and stripping away millennia of civility, and if she hadn’t suggested this, he had no doubt that he would have.

			Now she was standing at the black marble-and-gilt vanity unit with her back to him, feet apart, her hands gripping the edges. Her warm brown eyes connected with his in the Art Deco mirror, glittering with excitement and invitation. Any lingering doubt he might have had about the wisdom of what he was about to do was swept away by a thundering tsunami of desire.

			‘We have to be quick,’ she said raggedly, her cheeks flushed, her chest heaving.

			‘That’s not going to be problem.’ Thanks to his recent fixation with Helberg Holdings, he hadn’t had sex in months and was wound so tightly he was about to explode.

			Stepping forwards and pressing up against her, he swept her hair to one side and set his mouth to her neck. Her skin tasted faintly salty. The coconut scent of her shampoo wafted into his head. He briefly thought of the many holidays that gruelling sixteen-hour days hadn’t allowed him to take, but then she shivered and moaned, grinding her bottom into his groin, and he stopped thinking about anything at all.

			Compelled by the primitive need to be inside her slick welcoming heat, Adam unbuckled his belt and unzipped his trousers. He pushed down the clothing that was in the way and, gritting his teeth, rolled on the condom he’d fished out of his wallet. He wanted to touch her everywhere, slowly and thoroughly, savouring the experience, but that wasn’t an option under the circumstances. So he put his hands on her bare upper arms and then ran them down her body, over her soft curves, until he reached the hem of her dress. They shook as he lifted it and stilled completely when he found her naked where he’d expected underwear.

			‘I thought I’d save some time,’ she murmured in response to the hiss of his breath through his teeth.

			‘I’m impressed,’ he said, his blood pumping through his veins even faster as he slid one hand round between her legs, feeling the dampness there, and pressed his fingers to her core. ‘I’m way beyond thought.’

			Ella groaned and bent forwards, shifting her feet wider apart to allow him better access. ‘Hurry,’ she breathed unnecessarily, because he was already there, the blunt head of him pushing at her entrance. She gave her bottom a quick wiggle of encouragement—not that he needed it—and with one smooth hard thrust he lodged thickly inside her.

			His heart lurched and then began to pound. She swore softly, closed her eyes and threw her head back, her golden hair shimmering in the low light. Bewitched by the sight of it as much as the ferocious desire thundering through him, he was barely aware of his hand gliding up her back and into the glorious tresses as he began to move in and out of her with long steady strokes.

			‘Yes,’ she breathed on a ragged pant, granting him the permission he hadn’t even known he was seeking to close his fist around the silky strands close to her scalp and tug on them lightly.

			Gasping, instinctively arching her back, she took him in further, the penetration at this angle so deep he saw stars. She opened her eyes and their gazes once again connected in the mirror, with an unexpected intimacy that tightened his chest. But he didn’t have the wherewithal to wonder why that should be. His control was fast disintegrating. The exquisite tension inside him was intensifying, the muscles in his stomach, his back and his chest contracting. His fingers were tightening around her hair and his thrusts were quickening.

			Her breathing was harsh and the look in her eyes was wild, desperate, and he didn’t know how much longer he could hold on, when suddenly she tensed and clapped a hand over her mouth, muffling her cry as she shattered around him. Everything inside him spiralled in, sucking into a single point, a black hole in the pit of his groin. He thrust one last time, hard and deep, and the whole universe collapsed into nothingness before suddenly exploding out the other side into colour and light.

			When feeling eventually returned to his limbs and his head had stopped spinning, Adam carefully withdrew and dealt with the condom, his body still spasming with tiny darts of lingering pleasure. As he put himself back together and regained control, Ella slowly straightened, smoothed her dress and her hair, then turned to face him, flushed, glowing, still slightly tousled.

			‘That was...’ She shook her head, looking dumbstruck. ‘I don’t even know what that was.’

			Neither did he. He’d never experienced anything like it. He usually deployed far more finesse, although he usually had far more time and these days he favoured a bed. All he did know was that he wanted to take her home and do what they’d just done over and over again in every position under the sun all night long—and not just because it would obliterate thoughts of difficult boards and troubling share prices. ‘How about that martini?’

			For a moment, she looked torn and his pulse spiked. But then she gave her head a regretful shake and picked up her bag.

			‘Some other time,’ she said, hooking the strap onto her shoulder while a wrecking ball of disappointment thumped him in the gut. ‘But thank you.’

			With the faintest of smiles, she dropped a quick kiss on his cheek as she brushed past him, then unlocked the door and slipped out.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Four weeks later

			ADAM ARRIVED AT the office at 8:00 a.m. after a Fourth of July holiday weekend that had very much not been a holiday. In fact, the last forty-eight hours had been so frustrating and stressful they had given him a full-on tension headache that still nagged at his temples.

			The trouble had started bright and early on Saturday, following a round of squash that he’d arranged with Zane deMarco and Cade Landry in response to the report he’d received from the private investigators he’d hired to dig into the Helberg Holdings conundrum.

			Zane was a deceptively laid-back corporate raider from the poorer part of the Hamptons, who he knew from his Cambridge rowing days and considered a friend. Cade, a hard-edged lone wolf from Louisiana who’d worked his way up from construction worker to big-shot property developer in just over a decade, he’d become acquainted with since arriving in New York.

			The three of them crossed paths at functions and met up occasionally to shoot the breeze or thrash the living daylights out of each other on the squash court. They were equally driven, equally competitive and had always operated in different spheres of business.

			Until now.

			Because both men, the report had revealed, were behind the Helberg Holdings share price surge. And neither, Adam had learned to his annoyance when he’d confronted them in the sauna to which they’d headed after the match, was prepared to step aside.

			‘No can do,’ Zane had drawled at the same time as Cade had given his head a sharp shake and declared, ‘Not happening. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, y’all.’

			Of course it was, and with hindsight, Adam didn’t know why he hadn’t considered their involvement sooner. The portfolio of heritage enterprises owned by Reed Helberg was vast and varied, and in business his so-called friends were sharks. But he’d had no time to process the implications of this unbreakable three-way dead lock because Cade had then delivered yet more bad news, the trouble this time brewing in the offices of Blush, the women’s glamour magazine.

			‘Did y’all know we’re the star players in their latest dumb article?’ he’d practically snarled, having just received a text from his PR consultant on the subject. ‘The Billionaire Bachelors Least Likely to Marry. Apparently, we three have been tagged as the One-Date Wonders—the guys with the longest odds—and they’ve already started a tally of how many dates we’ll have racked up by Labor Day... My PR team are freaking out about it. Personally, I don’t give a damn what a bunch of click-bait junkies and their enablers think of my dating habits. But no way in hell am I letting anyone make me look like a jerk who can’t keep his junk in his pants.’

			Although he wouldn’t have put it in those terms, Adam had shared Cade’s sentiment. His integrity was everything, and this article, with both its inaccurate, unsavoury slant and the traction it was gaining, had sounded as though it had reputational damage written all over it. He, the board and the women he was regularly photographed with knew that his dating record wasn’t what it seemed—ninety-five percent of them were strategically selected by him to promote the company, and there weren’t even that many of them—but of what use was that? The optics were disastrous and the fallout could be catastrophic. At the height of his father’s philandering, which by that point had become legally as well as morally questionable and therefore even greater fodder for the merciless tabloids, sales had plummeted by seventy-five percent.

			That wasn’t happening again on his watch, he’d thought, his temperature soaring in a way that had had nothing to do with the heat of the sauna. He’d worked himself to the bone building up both his reputation and that of the Courtney Collection, and he was not having four years of blood, sweat and tears put at risk simply to fill gossipy column inches and collect social media likes.

			They’d all agreed that the interest in them needed to be nixed asap. But it was Zane who’d come up with the idea they take themselves off the market by dating one woman—and one woman only—for the duration of the summer.

			At the time, that suggestion had made no sense to Adam at all. How on earth would that reduce the rampant interest in them? he’d asked himself while wondering whether the ruthless corporate raider had actually lost his mind. Wouldn’t the sudden shift from multiple dates to one only increase it? Wouldn’t the women in question attract attention of their own? And then there was the subterfuge and manipulation that such a response would involve. The lying, deception and the complete absence of integrity—everything he strove to avoid.

			Given that the three of them were at the top of their game with infinite resources at their disposal, he’d racked his brains for a more mature, less complicated way to protect their reputations. But before he’d been able to come up with anything, Zane’s absurd proposal had somehow evolved into a bet, with their Helberg shares as the stake.

			‘We meet back here on Labor Day,’ the man had drawled with a languid smile, as if acquiring the ailing conglomerate was nothing more to him than a game. ‘Winner takes all accumulated shares and has an unimpeded run at Helberg. Two birds. One stone.’

			While Cade had gone along with the mad idea, Adam had reeled, scarcely been able to believe his ears. This solution to the twin problems of the reputational impact of the article and the stalemate surrounding the company they all wanted had felt farcical. Surreal. Ill thought out at the very least, and he’d protested these points. But ultimately he hadn’t been able to see how else they were to keep the share price down and determine who got Helberg. As Zane had coolly pointed out, the likelihood of them stepping out of each other’s way just because he—Adam—had asked nicely was zero.

			So he’d accepted the bet. He’d had no choice. No matter how important his principles, he was not forfeiting Helberg. He needed it to right the wrong that had been a festering thorn in his side for years. Only when he’d reclaimed Montague’s would he find some kind of peace from the torment of knowing that because he’d declined his mother’s call the night she’d overdosed he was responsible for her death. Only then would he be free of the guilt that was preventing him from exploring a proper relationship with his sister, Charley. Vengeance and justice would appease his conscience, he was sure. Therefore, he had to play the game and play to win.

			After leaving the gym on Saturday morning, he’d checked out the Blush article, which had been just as inaccurate yet as salacious as he’d feared, and the ‘one-date wonders’ hashtag, which had been worse.

			Realising he needed to nip any fallout in the bud, he’d immediately called an extraordinary pre-emptive board meeting. He’d spent an hour soothing the ruffled feathers of those who’d caught wind of the story and had then moved on to reassurances that his standing—and that of the company—would remain intact.

			That evening, he’d attended the event that had prevented him from insisting to Cade and Zane that the terms of the bet required celibacy and involved no unwitting women in it at all. He couldn’t have cried off the company’s Fourth of July extravaganza when he was hosting the bloody thing. He hadn’t even been able to ditch his date for the event because Annabel St James was the face of the Courtney Collection’s leading cosmetics brand, which had just launched a new five-hundred-dollar face cream whose sales would benefit from as much publicity it could get.

			Instead, he’d capitalised on the situation by asking her to do him a favour and, for the next couple of months, feed any speculation that they were dating. Annabel—an old friend he’d known since school—had recalled that he’d once done the same for her to deflect some tiresome speculation about her own sexual preferences and agreed.

			At least she wouldn’t get the wrong idea about the nature of their relationship, he thought darkly as he sat down at his desk and fired up his computer. There was no danger of her wanting more than he could ever give. He was never settling down for real. For that to happen, he imagined he’d have to embrace the chaos of desire and emotion, and even the thought of it turned his blood to ice.

			Short discreet flings with women who posed no threat to his control were more than adequate for his needs. He had no wish to pursue the kind who tempted him into recklessness in the compact bathroom of a cocktail bar, who blew his mind and then left him there dazed and confused, and who subsequently stormed into his thoughts and dominated his dreams with alarming and unexpected regularity until he’d forced himself to shove her from his head once and for all. That had been a blip.

			He wasn’t cut out for love or family anyway. To him, that word didn’t conjure up images of loud happy dinners round the table and warm cosy thoughts of unconditional love and support. It meant a father who’d preferred the company of much younger women to that of his wife and children and who’d liked to party hard even into middle age. A mother who’d been so miserable in her marriage that she’d wasted away in the castle in Northumberland before life had become too wretched to bear. A sister who, because he’d been away at school when she’d been born, he’d never really got to know but had let down nevertheless. It meant dysfunction so severe that if they hadn’t had billions in the bank, they’d have been on the radar of social services.

			So Annabel was perfect for the situation in which he now found himself. He’d secured one woman for the entirety of the summer, and though it pained him to admit it, Zane had been right about the effect of that tactic. The half dozen paparazzi that had gathered outside his Central Park West apartment block had gone by the time he’d left home at the crack of dawn this morning, which meant that he was no longer a one-date wonder. His reputation was safe.

			All he had to do now was sit back and wait for Cade and Zane to knock themselves out of the contest, and Helberg Holdings would be his. He didn’t imagine it would take long. There was no way on earth either man would be able to limit himself to one woman for the next nine weeks. Not only did they go through the opposite sex as if the human race were on the verge of extinction, but also, they weren’t nearly as driven as he was.

			Cade seemed more bothered by the article and its effect on his PR team, and Zane clearly considered the whole thing nothing more than a source of entertainment. The text message he’d sent ten minutes ago was evidence of that. It had contained a photo of him—Adam—and Annabel at the party, entwined in a deliberately intimate embrace. Zane had captioned the photo with Could do worse for the summer! and a winking emoji.

			Adam had rolled his eyes at the puerility of the message, but it was gratifying to know that his efforts had produced the desired result, and so soon. Now he could look to the fortnight ahead and the annual financial audit, which, this year more than most, needed to go without a hitch because the battle for Helberg wouldn’t be completely won on Labor Day. Even after taking possession of Cade’s and Zane’s shares, he’d still need to hoover up the rest. Unlike Zane, he wasn’t in the business of hostile takeovers. He’d have to woo the remaining stakeholders, and they’d be more likely to greenlight the deal if the credentials of the Courtney Collection were as spotless as could be.

			Therefore, he would be laying out the red carpet for the people his father had scathingly described as ‘bean counters,’ the auditors who were due to arrive any moment now. He would see that their every requirement was satisfied. He’d be available for consultation 24-7, on hand to deal with anything that arose personally, which was why he’d had his secretary relocate the team from the basement to his domain up here and cancel any imminent travel arrangements he had.

			He could not afford another hit to his reputation or that of the company should something be amiss. Both needed to remain squeaky clean until the acquisition of Helberg was tied up. He would allow nothing to go wrong and jeopardise the absolution he’d been pursuing for months and was now within such close reach. Nothing.
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			There were more disagreeable places to be spending the next two weeks before going on some much-needed leave, Ella mused as she glanced around in appreciation, then headed for the lift to which she’d been directed. Such as the noisy, cold, out-of-town manufacturing plant, where she’d been scheduled to go right up until seven this morning when she’d received instructions to divert to this team instead.

			The twenty-five-storey Courtney Collection tower had been constructed thirty years ago. Its highly complex postmodern Art Deco design was said to resemble the fall of a skirt over a bent knee. It was clad in glass that was green on the left and white on the right, lit with multicoloured neon at night and had won widespread praise from architectural critics.

			Inside, the extravagantly airy lobby oozed controlled, refined elegance. A palate of soft creams and taupe exuded expensive and exquisite sophistication. In between acres of glass that granted a view of Madison Avenue, tastefully abstract art hung on the walls and pale Italian travertine tiles covered the floor. Even the air smelled divine.

			She’d read briefly, in the blissfully air-conditioned cab on the way in, that the Courtney Collection was the world’s largest luxury goods empire. It had one hundred offices on five continents. Vineyards in France and Australia. Seven-star boutique hotels in London, Paris and Rome. And upmarket retail spaces selling clothes, jewellery, perfumes and cosmetics in every fashionable corner of the globe.

			Far more importantly, however, it offered her the chance of a long-awaited, well-deserved promotion.

			In the aftermath of her regrettable affair with Drew Taylor, her then boss’s then boss, her career had stalled. She had not moved a rung up the ladder, as she’d previously expected. She’d continued as team leader on small, low-profile audits, and she had received neither a pay rise nor a bonus in a year.

			A coincidence? When Drew had been transferred to the other side of the country to head up the office there? She didn’t think so. But she’d had no solid evidence of discriminatory treatment, and even if she had, she doubted she’d have done anything with it. The moral high ground could be a lonely place. Word travelled. She’d have likely been eased out of the firm and might never have worked in the industry she loved again, and she’d fought too hard to risk everything.

			It had taken an immense amount of courage and determination to finish high school and attend college when, on that front, expectations both at home and in the classroom had been virtually non-existent. She’d had to be incredibly strong to stay out of trouble in an environment that seethed with it and retain the belief that unlike her parents, she didn’t have to deal drugs for a living. Once she’d decided at the age of fourteen that acquiring a profession was going to be her way out—accountancy, since she was good with numbers—she’d pursued it with dogged determination. She’d found the library. She’d researched and contacted charities that would help. She’d blagged her way into jobs in town to fund her studies and kept her endeavours quiet. Later on, she’d shed the visible stain of her upbringing by taking elocution and etiquette lessons and learned to network. She’d done whatever it took to graduate top of her class. She’d had her pick of jobs and she hadn’t looked back.

			Briefly, stupidly, she’d lost sight of her goals, but she would not double down on her mistake. So instead of filing a complaint, instead of risking unemployment by resigning, she’d shoved a lid on her anger and bitterness and kept her head down. She’d bided her time until memories had faded, although her own hadn’t because she still couldn’t believe she’d been so reckless.

			What had she been thinking? was the question that had hammered her for days after the affair had come to light when she’d accidentally messaged her boss instead of her lover. How could she have lowered her guard the night her department had gone out to celebrate the end of a successful financial year? Sure, there’d been gallons of champagne, and after working flat out for months, everyone had been on a high, but that was no excuse for falling into conversation with Drew and flirting. For allowing herself to be flattered by the attentions of an older man. For succumbing to the spark of attraction and then investing far more in it than he had when he’d made her no promises.

			Even now she couldn’t work out what had been going on in her head. She’d lost focus. She’d let herself down badly. Because of the fallout, she’d ceded control of her career for the first time ever. She was still as furious with herself as she was with HR and Drew over what had happened. But playing the long game—however frustrating and unfair it had felt—finally seemed to be paying off.

			Thanks to the previous incumbent coming down with a virus late last night, she was now leading this team of ten for the next two weeks on an audit that was anything but low key. It had been hinted that on the back of it, if all went well, she’d be awarded the promotion she should have received twelve months ago, together with a commensurate pay rise and bonus.

			And it would go well. Because her year out in the cold was nearly over. Redemption was so imminent she could almost taste it. Soon she’d be able to let go of the rage and regret that consumed so much energy. And she would allow nothing to threaten any of it.

			The doors of the lift opened with a soft swoosh. Ella pulled her shoulders and lifted her chin, then emerged into a vast space that was more penthouse apartment than office. It was triple height and had two adjacent walls made entirely of glass. Her gaze flickered around for a moment, taking in the laden bookshelves, the abstract art and more of the cream-and-taupe décor. The squishy sofas, the abundant flower arrangements and the conference table upon which had been placed a carafe of water, a glass and a platter of pastries.

			But the contents of the room and the stunning view beyond disappeared the minute she clapped eyes on the man standing at the top of the staircase on the mezzanine, radiating power and authority as the master of all he surveyed, the man she’d known for twenty earth-shattering minutes four weeks ago and had never ever expected to see again.

			For a moment, she stood frozen to the spot, staring up at him in utter shock. The world screeched to a halt. Her heart gave a great crash against her ribs and then accelerated until it was beating a thundering Oh-God-Oh-God-Oh-God tattoo. She had to be hallucinating. Because this could not be happening. It simply could not.

			But as he set off down the stairs and the world started up again, she realised she wasn’t hallucinating and this was happening. By some horrible coincidence, perfect, sexy smouldering Adam, who’d rocked her foundations and stolen her wits in the restroom of a cocktail bar, was evidently her brand-new client.

			And, oh dear God, she thought as a hot clammy sweat broke out all over her skin and she began to hyperventilate, the implications of this for her redemption, for her career, for her future, were not good at all.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			WHAT FRESH HELL was this?

			Adam strode across the floor towards the woman he thought he’d consigned to the past weeks ago, his pulse thundering, his head spinning in an effort to contain the shock reeling through him. How much more chaos could he be expected to handle? First, the issues with Helberg. Then the mad bet that had had him abandoning his principles and faking a girlfriend. And now Ella from the bar—who’d forced him to take more cold showers in a week than he had in his entire life, who’d stolen his control so comprehensively he’d almost worn a hole in the carpet with all the frustrated early morning pacing he’d done—was no longer a forgettable moment of insanity but actually here, in his office, evidently none other than the lead auditor he’d been told was on her way up.

			So much for having hauled everything back under his control, he thought grimly, forcing the breath from his lungs before he passed out. What, precisely, was he going to do about this latest development that had trouble written all over it?

			Instinct was urging him to hustle her straight back into the lift and have her escorted off the premises because as he approached her, it was becoming appallingly apparent that her effect on him was as immediate and intense as he recalled. A month ago, she’d decimated fourteen years of steely control with one blink of her beautiful brown eyes, and he was in danger of allowing her to do it again now.

			Today, in addition to a sleeveless cream silk top, she was wearing a knee-length fitted skirt the colour of raspberries. And despite the horrified disbelief rampaging through his system, all he could think was, what was she wearing beneath it, if anything? In a flash, it occurred to him then that the sofa to his right was large and accommodating. Within moments she could be sprawled across it while he found out. In his imagination, he saw her long golden hair spread out all over the butter-soft leather with his hands once again tangled in it. He heard the desperate sounds she’d make. He even felt her stiletto heels digging into his back.

			But he couldn’t get rid of her, dammit. Because, while he sent so much business her accountancy firm’s way that he had ample leverage to do so, a response like that would cause a delay to the audit. Disruption. In some quarters—say, among the remaining Helberg Holdings shareholders—such ripples in the water might be seen as indicative of potential problems, which was not an outcome he could allow.

			So there’d be no hustling her anywhere. No matter how much in this moment he might regret choosing that bar and that night to alleviate his colossal stress with whisky, she was staying put.

			He could handle the attraction, he assured himself as he came to a stop in front of her and banked the response of his body to her intoxicating proximity. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d denied his libido. Overwhelmed with guilt, he’d pretty much given up sex altogether in the aftermath of his mother’s death and he’d survived. Once this job was underway, he would keep interaction to a minimum and maintain his distance unless strictly necessary. He had no reason to deliberately seek her out and more than enough work to be getting on with. He would focus on the endgame and keep a clear head. It was only for two weeks. It would pass in a flash.

			‘Adam Courtney, CEO,’ he said, pasting a professional smile to his face and holding out his hand. ‘Welcome to the Courtney Collection.’
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			Ella stared down at the hand that Adam was holding out, disbelief and pique spiralling through the shock that was still wreaking havoc on her system.

			He hadn’t recognised her.

			While she’d spent weeks trying not to recall every single second of what they’d done together, he’d clearly forgotten all about it. He hadn’t suffered sleepless nights and feverish flushes that attacked whenever they felt like it. Or experienced any pangs of regret that she’d walked out of that bathroom instead of joining him at the bar for the martini he’d proposed. He’d put her straight from his mind and moved on, as if for him that kind of thing wasn’t a frenzied moment of madness but an everyday occurrence. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing special. And how unflattering was that?

			But the blow to her pride was something to be analysed at a later date, if at all. Right now, she had to focus on the hammer that was smashing her hopes and dreams to bits and the nausea churning up her stomach as the reality of what was unfolding here hit.

			Whether he recognised her or not, their shared history had serious ramifications. That promotion she so badly wanted? Gone. The career she’d worked so damned hard to repair? Back to where it was a year ago. Her future? Very much not mapped out. Because a smooth and successful audit with her in charge was now unthinkable.

			How could she possibly stay in the role when there was such a massive and undeniable conflict of interest? Auditing was not a grey area. There were rules and she abided by them, because without integrity, without control, what was there? She wouldn’t compromise the standards she’d clung to as she’d battled her way out of poverty and despair, no matter how much she wished right now she could. They were the framework on which she’d built her entire career. She lived, slept and breathed them.

			So she couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t recognised him either, even though that would be so very convenient. She couldn’t just sweep this under the carpet and carry on as if her world hadn’t imploded. She had to do what was right.

			Fighting back the hot fiery ball of frustration, injustice and hopelessness that was barrelling through her, Ella swallowed hard. She lifted her gaze to his, her heart pounding, her throat impossibly tight. ‘I need to step aside,’ she ground out, having to push every word through her teeth.

			Adam dropped his hand and took a step back, his eyes on hers, his smile gone. ‘Why?’

			‘We have a conflict of interest.’

			A muscle jumped in his cheek. ‘Because we had sex?’

			Once again, the floor beneath her feet rocked and her heart practically stopped. A slew of vivid images slammed into her head and a rush of blistering heat propelled a flush to her cheeks.

			‘So you do recognise me,’ she said with a breathlessness that appalled her, but at least she was spared the mortification of having to explain why there was a problem.

			‘Of course I do.’

			‘I thought you’d forgotten who I was.’

			His gaze ran over her and she nearly went up in flames. ‘On what planet would that be possible?’

			‘For all I know, you pick up women in bars on a regular basis.’

			‘I don’t. That night was a one-off. And who picked who up is debatable. I may have made the first move, but you made the last.’

			That was true. Wasn’t it? She couldn’t quite remember. Or think straight. Her restored ego might be cheering with relief, but she’d forgotten how mesmerising his eyes were, how easy it was to fall into them and how good he smelled. Despite the disastrous nature of this situation, tiny flashes of electricity were zinging through her. Heat was pooling between her legs. If she took a step in his direction, she would be within kissing distance. She could lift herself up, wind her arms around his neck and press her mouth to his. She hadn’t dared do that the night they’d met. Suspecting she might well weaken and wind up agreeing to the martini and further madness, she’d limited herself to a brush of her lips against his cheek before disappearing. That now felt remiss.

			‘However, I was intending to forget all about it,’ he said, jolting her out of her trance and bringing her back down to earth with a bump.

			What? For a second, she just stared at him, her brow furrowing in confusion, the ferocious heat momentarily doused as if a bucket of iced water had been thrown at her. Surely he couldn’t have said what she thought he just said.

			‘You can’t mean that,’ she said, as baffled as she was astonished.

			‘Why not?’ he replied with cool self-assurance.

			‘It would be highly unethical.’ Why wasn’t he concerned? He should have frog-marched her out of this building five minutes ago. She would have if she were him. ‘I could get fired. I’d never work again. And the risks would be substantial for you too. The integrity of the audit would be compromised. Your reputation might take a hit.’

			That silenced him for a second. Something flared in the depths of his eyes, but it was gone before she could identify it. ‘Are you good at your job?’

			‘Exceptionally.’ Which made the situation all the more painful.

			‘Would what we did have any impact on your work?’

			Was he questioning her commitment? Her professionalism? Or was he concerned that, once again unable to control herself in his presence, she might demand he ravish her over the photocopier? ‘Absolutely not,’ she said, determined to reassure him on all those fronts. ‘Nothing gets in the way of that.’

			‘Do you want to stand down?’

			The prospect of it cleaved her in two and drove a stake through her chest. ‘I can’t think of anything I want to do less.’

			‘Then don’t.’

			Oh, if only she weren’t so principled. If only she’d chosen a different bar in which to drown her sorrows that night. But it was far too late for regrets. ‘It’s not that simple.’

			‘Have you told anyone about what we did?’

			‘No,’ she said as a shudder ran through her. Why would she want anyone knowing how weak and impulsive she’d been when she’d told all her friends after the Drew affair that she was steering clear of men for the foreseeable future? ‘I
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