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            Chapter 1

         
         In Declan Kincade’s world the real problem with leisure time was finding the time for it.

         
         At the window of his Newport Beach high-rise office, he watched the sunset glisten across the rolling ocean waves. Down on
            the beach, like a ritual changing of the guards, the sun worshipers packed up their towels, tanning lotion, and umbrellas
            to head home while the locals grabbed their boards for their moment in the sand and surf. Despite the June gloom of overcast
            skies, early summer was the perfect time of year for Southern Californians to play along the coastline before the hordes of
            vacationers swamped the beaches and local bars.
         

         
         Not that Declan knew much about having fun these days. In fact, he hadn’t had a good time in . . . hell, he couldn’t remember.
            He’d spent nearly eight non-stop years working on his career, and building his financial investment and wealth management
            company in Southern California. Recently—as if he didn’t already have enough to do—he’d added the task of putting together
            the beginning stages of an additional Chicago-based office.
         

         
         Not that he was complaining, but lately he had started to feel the wear and tear on his brain. At the age of thirty-three,
            it seemed like he had entered his golden years without all the significant life experiences. The recent tragic deaths of his
            parents had taught him that life was too damn short, and he realized he’d better start taking advantage before it was too
            late. But sometimes putting ideas into action didn’t come easy.
         

         
         Hands in the pockets of his tailored slacks, he stepped closer to the window and settled back on the heels of his black oxfords.
            Rather than standing there looking down, he wished he could be strolling on the Newport Pier, breathing in the fresh salty
            air. He imagined the sound of the waves crashing against the pier’s massive pylons. He imagined stopping to watch the fishermen
            bring in their daily catch while the hovering gulls screeched for scraps. He imagined stopping at the local oyster bar for
            a cold brew and a quiet moment to watch the last of the bikini clad beauties shuffle back to their cars. Instead he would
            spend one more evening within his plain white office walls in a meeting scheduled to start in . . . He glanced down at the
            Citizen Signature watch clasped to his wrist . . . four minutes.
         

         
         Imagining life was no longer enough. He’d reached a point where he needed more. Something . . . different. He needed to participate
            instead of being just an observer. The problem was, he’d forgotten how.
         

         
         Those on the beach below his high-rise window probably had their own daily challenges, yet they’d found a way to merge fun
            and responsibility together to enjoy life to its fullest.
         

         
         When had he stopped trying?

         
         Things never came as easy for him as they did for his four brothers. Before he’d been diagnosed with dyslexia in the seventh
            grade, his school years had been difficult. Frustrating. He’d wished for things to be simpler, more fun. While Jordan, his
            fraternal twin, had breezed through his homework so he could run out to play with the others, Dec had sat at the kitchen table
            for hours struggling over each word, each number.
         

         
         Back then he’d felt different, the odd man out, even if physically he was his brothers’ match or better. Maybe even back then
            he’d subconsciously pulled away from those he was closest to. Away from those he wanted to be more like. Those who didn’t
            have to work so hard just to be . . . normal.
         

         
         Once the doctors had figured out what was wrong with him, they taught him a learning system that helped. He wasn’t God-given
            smart. He’d had to work at it to prove to himself and everyone else that the learning disability wouldn’t encumber him his
            entire life. Those challenges had made him the man he was today—successful on the page but lacking in matters of the heart.
         

         
         When he was tired he still struggled, but at least he’d learned to plow his way through. All his life he’d worked hard, really
            hard, to fit in. Somehow he never did. As a substitute, work and career became his main focus.
         

         
         His source of gratification.

         
         His reward.

         
         Early on he’d figured if he could become successful in the one thing that challenged him the most, he’d prove to himself and
            everyone else that he could compare with the rest. He just hadn’t realized, in doing so, how hard he’d pushed away all the
            other important things in life.
         

         
         Behind him the office door opened.

         
         “They’re here. Are you ready?”

         
         The question willed him to turn instead of just giving a nod. Over the past four years he’d heard that husky female voice
            a million times. But lately the smooth whiskey tone took his imagination to forbidden places. Because now, Dec couldn’t help
            being mentally poked by his twin brother’s recent observation about his executive assistant.
         

         
         She’s hot as hell.

         
         It wasn’t that Declan had never noticed Brooke Hastings’s voluptuous hourglass shape, long legs, and deep brown eyes.

         
         Of course he had.

         
         His libido was in fine working condition.

         
         It wasn’t that her bubbly personality hadn’t made him laugh at times he’d really wanted to pull his hair out. And it wasn’t
            that he didn’t have an appreciation for her high IQ or how she always seemed to save his professional ass when he really needed
            it. But Brooke was his executive assistant, the one person who kept his career on track. And even if his newly engaged brother
            insisted he chose pleasure over work, Dec knew mixing business with pleasure was a very bad idea.
         

         
         And yet, somewhere along the way, Brooke had become much more than just an employee. She’d become an essential part of the reason he got up every morning and came to work. Over the past few weeks,
            when he hadn’t been looking, she’d escalated to being everything he’d ever wanted but could never have.
         

         
         “Dec?” Brooke’s head tilted slightly. A waterfall of honey blond hair fell over the shoulder of her silky white blouse. “Are
            you okay?”
         

         
         Hell no, he wasn’t okay.

         
         Because right now, even though he knew it was wrong, he couldn’t help wondering how all her soft shiny hair would feel wrapped
            around his hands while he pulled her in and seduced her right out of that hip hugging skirt. He couldn’t help thinking about
            how warm and soft her body would feel to touch and hold all night. He couldn’t help thinking about how rewarding it would
            be to hear her laughter any damn time he wanted, or have her flash those dimples in his direction.
         

         
         Like a bad habit, he had to stop those thoughts before they created a real problem. Brooke was too damn valuable in too many
            ways for him to allow his sudden need for something forbidden damage the amazing working relationship they’d built over the
            past four years.
         

         
         “Dec? Are you ready to meet with the Flavios?” When she stepped inside his office he blinked to take his eyes off the luscious
            curves that made a simple button-down blouse look like something that should be removed.
         

         
         Slowly.

         
         One button at a time.

         
         With his teeth.

         
         Damn.

         
         “Yeah.” He took a breath that did nothing to clear or stabilize his thoughts. “Bring them in.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Her head tilted again in an are-you-positive-you-haven’t-gone-off-the-deep-end way. Which wasn’t the first
            time she’d regarded him that way recently.
         

         
         “I’m good. Let’s do this.”

         
         Before she disappeared to the lobby to escort their clients into his office, she flashed him a grin that showed off a perfect
            set of dimples. He’d seen those dimples five days a week for four damn years. So why did he suddenly have the urge to press
            his lips against them and then follow up with a slow slide of his tongue down her long, delicate neck?
         

         
         He’d never thought of himself as a masochist before, but with all these wayward thoughts, he had to concede it was a strong
            possibility.
         

         
         Less than a minute later Brooke escorted James and Josh Flavio into his office. The father and son duo were looking for investment
            advice on adding a beachside Caribbean-style restaurant to their growing food service empire.
         

         
         “Gentlemen.” Declan extended his hand. “Welcome.”

         
         With the perfunctory introductions out of the way, he gestured to the conference area. While the men chose their seats, Declan
            watched Brooke settle into the leather chair at the end of the granite table and cross her legs.
         

         
         Her bare, tan, smooth, shapely legs.

         
         The black high-heeled, ankle-strap sandals she wore bordered on dominatrix, and that intrigued the hell out of him. Not that
            he was into the whole Christian Grey red room thing, but he sure as hell wouldn’t mind seeing Brooke in a little black lace
            and leather.
         

         
         When she opened the file folder she’d placed on the table, he noticed the slender length of her fingers and the pale pink
            polish on her nails. Last week she’d worn Tiffany blue polish. The week before that she’d worn bloodred. Just last night those
            colorful fingertips had starred in a dream from which he’d awoken hot, sweaty, and horny as hell.
         

         
         A white-gold filigree band graced the ring finger on her right hand and a silver bracelet with a charm that said Fearless encircled her left wrist.
         

         
         Their past working lunches revealed she preferred chicken salad over egg, her steaks medium rare, and Caesar salads over garden.
            He knew when she crossed her legs she swung her right foot in tune with the music in her head. And when she was intently focused
            she tapped the end of a pen against the soft cushion of her lips. He also knew that after the office closed at night and everyone
            else had gone home—except him—she’d often stay to finish her work barefoot.
         

         
         What he didn’t know was what made her fearless as her bracelet proclaimed.
         

         
         Extreme sports? Overcoming anxieties? Taking risks? Why didn’t he know? And why was he wondering about it now? Especially
            since he had plenty of other things to think about. Like the fact that he had clients sitting at his conference table waiting
            for him to morph into the financial magician they were paying him to be. Or that his parents had died barely three months
            ago and he and his brothers were struggling to keep the family vineyard afloat. Or that he was knee-deep in the plans for
            a new Chicago office.
         

         
         Yet here he was. Instead of keeping his eye on the ball, he was eyeing his assistant like she was a five-star meal he couldn’t
            wait to devour.
         

         
         Damn his twin.

         
         This was all Jordan’s fault.

         
         For four years Declan had kept his mind on business and his hands to himself. A task that seemed impossible now.

         
         Aside from knowing he’d be lost without Brooke, he didn’t know the really important stuff about her. Like what she did in
            her spare time, where she’d been born, or what kind of upbringing she’d had. He didn’t know if she lived alone, had a roommate,
            or lived with a boyfriend. Hell, he didn’t even know if she had a boyfriend.
         

         
         For four years he’d lived perfectly happy in his self-induced work cave and had kept everything on a strictly professional
            level. Now all he could think about was how much he’d like to caress Brooke’s shapely curves in a very non-businesslike manner.
         

         
         “Would you like me to record the meeting?”

         
         Caught daydreaming, Dec’s head snapped up. “What?”

         
         Her lips tipped in a saucy smile. Okay, maybe it was just a regular smile. But for what he’d just been imagining, saucy fit
            the scenario.
         

         
         “I asked if you’d like me to record the meeting.”

         
         “Gentlemen?” He glanced at the two men at the table. “It’s your call.”

         
         “Josh can take notes,” the father said.

         
         “I’ll be happy to do that for you.” Brooke smiled. “That way you can focus on the discussion.”

         
         “We’d appreciate that,” Mr. Flavio said.

         
         “Then let’s get down to business, shall we?” At that moment, Dec made the mistake of looking at Brooke again. While she reached
            for her laptop, her breasts pushed together just above the buttons of her shirt. When the tip of her tongue slipped out and
            swept her bottom lip, he couldn’t give a shit about anything other than how badly he wanted a taste of her.
         

         
         He knew how and when he’d started seeing Brooke in a new light, but he didn’t understand why he couldn’t control his thoughts
            or desire. Till now he’d been the epitome of control. It wasn’t like it had been eons since he’d had sex. And even if that
            were the case, it wasn’t like there weren’t other women he could call on to relieve the ache.
         

         
         Obsession with anything other than making a name for himself had never been an issue. Until the idea of Brooke had been lodged in his brain. And frankly, he wasn’t too damn happy about this current preoccupation.
         

         
         Only one thing in this muddled up mess was clear. As soon as he got back to the vineyard he was going to beat the shit out
            of his brother—one punch for each insane thought he’d planted in Dec’s head.
         

         
          

         Something was bothering him.

         
         While Brooke took notes during the meeting, Declan took care of business in the clever, professional manner he’d adopted before
            she’d ever walked into his office for a job interview.
         

         
         On a normal day he was cool, confident, and a class act. Lately he seemed a bit distracted. Edgy. Even grumpy. He’d never grumbled at her before, yet in the past few weeks it had become his favorite form of communication. Not that he wasn’t handling
            the Flavios’ questions and concerns properly. And not that he wasn’t offering great financial advice. But there was something
            in the way his deep blue eyes kept flicking up to meet her gaze.
         

         
         She’d worked with him long enough to know when something was off. When that particular something wrinkled his brow and created
            tension at the corners of his eyes. But never had the look been directed at her. At least not with such intensity.
         

         
         Had she done something wrong?

         
         Maybe she shouldn’t have taken that day off last week when she’d come down with food poisoning from the deli sandwich she’d
            snagged at the convenience store on her way home from work. She never took a day off unless it was absolutely a puking-in-the-trashcan
            necessity. Her hurried selection from the store’s cooler and lack of checking the expiration date had caused her to miss an
            important meeting. When she’d returned to work the following day, Dec had kept his distance.
         

         
         Maybe he’d just thought she had contagious cooties. Or maybe he’d become dissatisfied with the quality of her work.

         
         No. That couldn’t be it.

         
         From analyzing documents, to preparing research reports, to supervising the clerical staff, even to organizing baby showers
            and employee recognitions, she knew she was an integral part of the team. A part of the business Dec would either have to
            take care of himself or hire someone else to do. As his executive assistant she was more than just a message taker or a calendar
            coordinator. She kept his days managed and fluid. And she’d helped his business become one of the top financial companies
            in Southern California. Plus, she’d never had a bad or even a problematic performance review.
         

         
         Still, an employee rarely knew when the ax was about to fall. Especially if they thought they’d been doing a good job.

         
         Was she about to be fired?

         
         God, she hoped not. She’d just booked a diving vacation in Costa Rica. She couldn’t afford to lose her job now. Then again,
            no time was a good time.
         

         
         A direct question from her boss forced her to temporarily push the concern aside and do what the man paid her to do.

         
         As the hour-long meeting with the Flavios crept along, Brooke struggled to stay on task. Each tick of the clock increased
            her edginess about what was going on inside Dec’s complex mind. The distraction made her anxious and until now she’d never allowed herself to become preoccupied during work hours.
         

         
         Well, that wasn’t entirely true.

         
         She allowed herself to be plenty distracted by her boss—her gorgeous boss—who’d never been anything other than a gentleman.
            Who’d never displayed any intent other than getting a job done well. He’d never looked at her with anything more than his
            professional game face. He’d never made an inappropriate joke or a suggestive pass.
         

         
         Even though she’d be totally open to it.

         
         He worked too hard and, yes, he seemed a bit rigid and reserved, but that just made her want to dig deeper. To discover which
            buttons to push to get him to cut loose a little. He had so much passion for the financial world and his business that he
            must be equally passionate about everything beyond the office walls. Or was that just her wishful thinking?
         

         
         A horrified thought crashed through her brain.

         
         What if she’d been too transparent about her infatuation with him? What if she’d made him feel awkward with the longing looks
            she knew she sometimes couldn’t help? Like now, when he was relaxed in his chair looking confident and powerful. What if she’d
            inadvertently let her silk sheets fantasies about him out of the bag?
         

         
         No. That couldn’t be it. It wasn’t like she’d ever drooled or anything. She’d been careful.

         
         Hopefully.

         
         Maybe.

         
         She glanced up from her keyboard, watching him as he began to wrap up the meeting. His presence commanded a meeting in a way
            that had more to do with his brain and less to do with his nearly black hair and blue-eyed good looks. He was smooth and smart,
            and the Flavios were inhaling his every word like he was some kind of economic demigod. She saw him as a god too, but hers
            leaned more toward the sexy superhero kind, even if she’d never seen him in anything other than a suit. The dark blue tie
            he wore today matched the color of his eyes. He had amazing eyes. Especially when he smiled. Which, come to think of it, wasn’t
            all that often.
         

         
         Unbidden, her fearless alter ego dove into the fantasy of what it would be like to coax a smile of satisfaction from those
            sultry lips. Or maybe, if she blindfolded him with that blue silk tie, what kind of smile she could entice by exploring his
            athletic body at her leisure. With her tongue.
         

         
         A quiet little hum accidentally slipped from her mouth and he pierced her with a dark glare.

         
         Yep.

         
         No doubt about it. Something was definitely wrong.

         
         When the men finally stood, signaling the end of the meeting, Brooke hit print on her laptop. Perfect timing before her misplaced thoughts got her in even more hot water.
         

         
         “I’ll grab the notes off the printer.” When she pushed away from her chair she could feel the heat of displeasure in Dec’s
            eyes as he continued to talk with the Flavios.
         

         
         Her hands trembled as she pulled the papers from the printer tray and she wondered if she could get back the deposit on her
            vacation. She should have read the fine print, but now she was just thankful she hadn’t paid for the whole thing. Sure, she’d
            been saving money so it wouldn’t hit her pocketbook too hard, but she’d been saving because she had her own professional dreams
            and aspirations. Not that she didn’t love working for Dec, but she didn’t want to be someone’s assistant forever. No matter
            how wildly he stirred her blood.
         

         
         Dec inspired her to believe in herself. He paid her well, gave her amazing financial advice, which she put to good use, and
            since she shared a house with her best friend her rent wasn’t astronomical. She was on a good economic path to her future.
            But without a job her savings would go kaput fast, and her dream of someday becoming a business owner would fade into the
            sunset. On top of all that, she’d just be sad not to walk into the office every day and be able to see Dec sitting behind
            his enormous sleek black desk.
         

         
         With her mind reeling over the potential problem, she took a calming breath and tapped the sheets of paper into a neat stack.

         
         As soon as she walked back into Dec’s office his dark brows pulled together again. Looked like the end of her workday wasn’t
            going to end up half as good as the beginning.
         

         
         Mostly because when she’d woken up this morning she’d been employed.

         
          

         Brooke slid one set of the meeting notes into a manila envelope and handed it to Mr. Flavio. The other set she kept in her
            hand to be filed away before she went home—probably unemployed and heartbroken. Maybe she was imagining things. Maybe Dec’s
            intense glares weren’t meant for her. Maybe he was just under pressure and she just happened to be in his blue-eyed line of
            fire.
         

         
         “Gentlemen,” she said. “If everything is wrapped up here, I’d be happy to see you to the door.”

         
         The Flavios shook Dec’s hand then began to file toward her.

         
         “Brooke?” When she turned to face her boss, his lips were flattened in an implacable line. “Once you see the Flavios out,
            please come back to my office.”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         The walk back to Dec’s office made her heart thump like a frightened rabbit’s. With the spare set of meeting notes clutched
            in her hand, she knocked on his office door.
         

         
         “It’s open.” Dec’s terse response delivered a punch of proof that she had plenty of reason to worry.

         
         Though everyone had gone home for the night and no one remained in the outer office, Brooke closed the door behind her. No
            sense letting the bad juju escape. And no sense waiting for the hammer to fall. Time to take matters—and the state of her
            employment—into her own trembling hands.
         

         
         Shoulders rigid beneath his charcoal Hugo Boss, the man who held her immediate future in his hands stood near the window gazing
            at the beach scene below. He didn’t acknowledge that she’d entered the room.
         

         
         And that ticked her off.

         
         “Are you firing me?”

         
         His head snapped around, eyes shooting blue sparks. “What?”

         
         “Are you firing me?” Clutching the copies of the meeting notes tighter, she propped her hands on her hips and lifted her chin.
            “Because if you are, I’ll fight for my job. I won’t go down easy. I’ve worked hard. And you’ll go a long way before you find
            someone as dedicated to the success of this company as I am.”
         

         
         “What the hell are you talking about?” He stepped away from the window. Came closer, then backed off like he’d been hit with
            a wave of heat. “I’m not firing you.”
         

         
         She blinked. “You’re not?”

         
         “Hell no.”

         
         Relieved, her hands dropped to her sides. “Then what’s with all the glaring eyes and menacing frowns?”

         
         “What frowns?”

         
         “Like that.” She pointed. “The one on your face right now.”

         
         “Of course I’m frowning now. Because I think you might have gone a little crazy. Either that or you had a drinking lunch.”

         
         She gasped. “I don’t drink on the job.”

         
         “Maybe you should. It might loosen you up a little.”

         
         “I don’t think I’m the one who needs to loosen up.”
         

         
         His brows slammed together. “Are you saying I’m too tense?”

         
         How in God’s name did the man not realize that tense was his middle name?
         

         
         “Well, I did just sit through that entire meeting wondering why you were going to fire me.”

         
         “You can’t be serious.”

         
         “Dead.”

         
         His long, and obviously perplexed, pause immediately made her want to smooth things over. That was her style. Had always been
            her style. She couldn’t stand it when people were mad. She’d always taken a peacemaker role, even when she knew her efforts
            would be wasted.
         

         
         “Am I that difficult to work for?”

         
         “Occasionally you do make me want to drink my lunch.” Her attempt at humor went nowhere. “But you’re not the worst boss I’ve ever had. At least
            you don’t make me clean toilets.”
         

         
         “I don’t believe that’s in your job description.”

         
         “Good. Because that’s where I’d have to draw the line.”

         
         “I don’t know why you’d think I’d fire you.” He moved toward his desk. His big hands slid over the top of his executive chair
            and gripped the leather tight. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”
         

         
         She tsked. “So suspicious, boss man.”

         
         “Do I have reason to be?”

         
         “You don’t trust me?”

         
         He hesitated and Brooke knew she really didn’t want to hear his response. The persistent hesitation in his eyes made her believe
            that overall, her boss wasn’t a very trusting kind of guy. And now that it felt like his suspicion had dropped a dark cloud
            over the room she decided to lighten things up.
         

         
         “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “Maybe this was all just a ploy to get a raise.”

         
         “You should go for it.” He knew she was kidding and showed it with the barest hint of a smile. “Perfect timing.”

         
         All things considered, it wasn’t his half smile that caused the delicious shiver to ripple up her spine. That strike of awareness
            was brought on by the slow, sensual ride his gaze took over her body. Like he was considering a test-drive in a racy sports
            car.
         

         
         Or was she imagining things again?

         
         As long as she was walking on a razor’s edge, she guessed it wouldn’t hurt to test her theory.

         
         “I hope you know by now that I don’t beg for anything.” She watched his face for any hint of a change when she added, “Well, that’s not necessarily true.”
         

         
         Though his expression tightened, awareness flashed in his eyes like a hot streak of lightning. When he cleared his throat
            and held out his hand, Brooke noted the response and wondered just how far she could push the proverbial envelope.
         

         
         “Are those the meeting notes?” He gave a sharp nod.

         
         “Oh.” As though she’d forgotten, she looked down as she extended her hand to give them over. “Almost forgot.” She’d probably
            go to hell for that little white lie. Or maybe her ticket for the downtown train would be stamped for what she was about to
            do.
         

         
         Moving her fingers apart, several sheets of paper accidentally floated to the carpet. As she bent down to retrieve them, she made the most of the pose and gave him the best opportunity
            for an eyeful. To her shameless delight, his gaze followed every movement like warm honey melting over every dip and curve
            she possessed.
         

         
         Dec had never looked at her that way before, and she liked it a whole lot more than his recent scowls. While he may not have
            been considering firing her, she still didn’t know what prompted his obvious displeasure.
         

         
         While he may be good at hiding his soft center, Brooke was equally good at paying attention to the slightest details. The
            little things he did that showed his heart. Like the unexpected bonus he’d given Andrea in human resources when her husband
            had broken his leg on his construction job and couldn’t work for three months to help support their family. Or all the donations
            and personal effort he put into the many charities he supported.
         

         
         But how far could she reasonably push him on a personal level before he finally hit the gas or put on the brakes?

         
         Was she willing to risk it all to take that chance?

         
         “Sorry about that.” Once she gathered up the papers and handed him the notes, their fingers touched and his eyes sparked again.

         
         While it wasn’t confirmation that he’d crossed the boss/employee line—in her mind—it certainly had them teetering on the edge.
            And it definitely offered encouragement.
         

         
         After he glanced at the notes then dropped them on his desk, she asked, “So if the unemployment line isn’t in my near future,
            what was it you wanted to see me about?”
         

         
         When he looked up, he was back in full Declan Kincade professional mode.

         
         “I know it’s been a burden for you to hold things up here at the office and cover for me since my parents died. I wanted to
            thank you for that.”
         

         
         “You don’t need to thank me.” She wondered if he even knew of the pain that etched into his handsome face at the mention of
            his loss. Or how much she wished she could take all that agony away and see him smile. “I can’t imagine how difficult this
            has all been for you and your family.”
         

         
         “It hasn’t been easy. And apparently it’s not getting any better. I spoke with Ryan earlier today and he says I need to get
            back up there as soon as possible.”
         

         
         Without all the details, Brooke had sensed there was more going on in their family than what normally occurred with such a
            loss. She’d been happy to go the extra mile when he needed her. And, no question, she’d go that mile again. She suddenly felt
            ridiculous and petty focusing on whether she’d still have a job tomorrow or whether he’d been looking at her in a suggestive
            way when all he’d been concerned with had been the state of his loved ones and their family legacy.
         

         
         “How can I help?” she asked.

         
         “I know we have a lot of meetings scheduled in the next couple of weeks and that some are ones that have already been rescheduled
            from when I was gone before. I hate to have to reschedule again.”
         

         
         “I’m sure your clients will understand.”

         
         “I don’t want to take that chance. It’s not fair for them to put aside their financial futures just because of my little situation.”

         
         “But it’s not little, Dec. And if someone doesn’t understand then maybe they’re not the kind of client you really need.”
         

         
         “I wish it was that easy. But we need every client we have if we’re going to open that Chicago office within the next year.”

         
         “Maybe now isn’t a good time to move forward on that project when you already have enough on your plate.”

         
         “You don’t understand.”

         
         But she did.

         
         She knew he needed that distraction right now. He needed something else to focus on aside from the current issues and the
            overwhelming sadness of his loss.
         

         
         She’d gladly distract him and let him focus all that energy on her. But she understood what he meant. She empathized with him. And because there was the slightest chance that she was probably,
            most likely, absolutely, positively already in love with him, she wanted to step up and do what he needed her to do.
         

         
         “Right now I’m just trying to figure out how to pull everything together and be out of town at the same time.” The tension
            in his voice matched the rigidity in his jaw.
         

         
         “Well . . .” She gave her idea half a thought then said, “I could go with you.”

         
         “No. Not necessary.”

         
         His instant rejection stung, but it didn’t stop her from forging ahead.

         
         “Why not? It would enable us to keep working while you deal with your family situation. It might ease some of the pressure
            from constantly having to call and check in with me. I could set up Skype meetings with your clients so you don’t have to
            reschedule. Basically I’d be right there handling things for you like usual.”
         

         
         A long pause hung between them while he considered her proposal. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

         
         For me wasn’t spoken, but Brooke heard the words loud and clear.
         

         
         How did she let this man know she’d do anything for him without sounding too desperate or presumptuous?
         

         
         “You don’t have to ask. I’m offering. My job description doesn’t say I’m only to perform my duties within these office walls,
            does it?”
         

         
         “I doubt I added that particular clause.”

         
         “Then if there’s access to the Internet, all I’d need is my laptop and my phone and we’re in business.”

         
         He studied her, obviously weighing the pros, cons, and sheer insanity of the whole thing.

         
         “Come on, Dec. It makes total sense.”

         
         To her relief, he caved. “If you’re sure it wouldn’t interfere with your schedule.”

         
         “Your schedule is my schedule.” She gave a nonchalant shrug. “What difference does it make where it’s handled?”

         
         His shoulders visibly relaxed a smidge. “Then, if you wouldn’t mind before you go home, I’d like to book our flight.”

         
         “Not a problem.” She went to her laptop, which was still open on the conference table, and opened her browser. “How soon would
            you like to leave?”
         

         
         “As soon as possible.”

         
         She browsed a few airlines’ websites and those flights from local airports were booked for the next few days.

         
         “Aside from going standby or chartering a jet there’s not much available for the next forty-eight hours.”

         
         “Not surprised.” Once again he’d moved away from his desk to the window and stood there, hands in pockets, looking out.

         
         “There is another possibility.”

         
         He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Which is?”

         
         “We drive.”

         
         “Drive?” He spoke the single word like the idea was preposterous.

         
         “Sure. How do you usually get around when you get there?”

         
         “I rent a car.”

         
         “Well . . .” Quickly she searched the drive time and distance to Vancouver in her browser. “It’s roughly a fifteen-hour drive.
            You can either waste time waiting on standby in the airport or shelling out a fortune for a charter. You’ll need a car once
            you get there, so driving is probably faster, more economical, and a reasonable alternative.”
         

         
         He remained absolutely expressionless and silent.

         
         “If you’re worried about the time behind the wheel, I can help. I promise I haven’t had a traffic ticket since they issued
            my license.”
         

         
         “It’s not that I don’t trust your driving.”

         
         “Then what’s the issue?”

         
         “That’s a long time. In a car.”

         
         “Afraid you’ll get bored?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Are you afraid your butt will fall off?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Aha.” She pointed. “You smiled.”

         
         “No I didn’t.”

         
         “You did too.”

         
         His brows slammed together again as though finding something humorous was a sin.

         
         “Be realistic, Dec. Driving is a solid option.” She’d pushed just enough and hoped he’d bend. “My only goal is to give you
            everything you really need.”
         

         
         Even if what he really needed had never crossed his mind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Morning peeked its sunny little head above the horizon way too soon for Dec, who hadn’t slept all night. His sheets were tangled,
            a headache poked him between the eyes, and dread pounded his brain like a cheap whiskey hangover.
         

         
         On a normal day he was an early riser. Even on weekends he had a pot of coffee going and the financial news up on the TV before
            the alarm went off.
         

         
         Today was anything but normal.

         
         Today he’d set himself up for a disaster. How he’d allowed Brooke to convince him that driving to Vancouver was a good idea
            was anyone’s guess. At the same time, he had to admit he hadn’t felt this heightened level of anticipation since . . . he
            couldn’t remember when.
         

         
         After he’d left the office last night he’d needed an outside opinion that his plans weren’t out of line. Or at least a ride
            to the loony bin. Though his brothers were miles away and busy with their own lives, he’d needed someone—anyone—to talk him
            off the ledge of what-the-hell-did-I-just-do.
         

         
         After Brooke had driven out of the parking lot in her little red car, he’d made a call to his most level-headed brother.

         
         The conversation with Ryan began with the usual small talk of business and family. He learned that Ryan’s little girl, Riley,
            was having trouble sleeping because of nightmares. Jordan and his fiancée, Lucy, were sampling wedding cakes. Ethan was clearing
            out the old barn, apparently in search of the lost treasure. Parker continued to split his time between working long hours
            with his food truck business and juggling duties at the vineyard. And their baby sister, Nicole, was still contemplating taking
            off to Nashville to start her music career now that she’d graduated high school.
         

         
         Dec believed now was a horrible time for Nicki to make such a life-changing decision. Especially since her entire world had
            been thrown into upheaval. Not only had she lost the mother she’d been very close to, she was still reeling from the comments
            made by their father right before he’d died. Comments that had led Nicki to believe he didn’t love her and that maybe she
            wasn’t really even his daughter.
         

         
         The more the conversation with Ryan went on, the more Dec believed going home was the right thing to do. Even if that meant
            spending fifteen hours in a car, elbow-to-elbow with his smoking hot, sweet smelling assistant.
         

         
         Before he’d ended the call, he’d casually asked if Ryan thought bringing Brooke along with him on a thousand-mile road trip
            would be throwing himself into the fires of hell. His big brother had laughed then hesitated before giving Dec an unexpected
            response.
         

         
         Little brother, I’ve seen your assistant. And believe me, the trip to hell would be worth it.

         
         In the morning light, Declan wasn’t so sure.

         
         After losing an internal all-night debate about canceling the trip, he pulled up in front of Brooke’s address in a suburb
            of Orange County. He noted the simplicity of the home, the well-trimmed lawn, and the huge black truck parked in the driveway
            next to Brooke’s Honda.
         

         
         Stupid shit.

         
         He’d conveniently dismissed the reality that Brooke could very well be involved with someone who wouldn’t appreciate her taking
            off with another man. Her employer at that. No question his initial reaction to the idea blurred the line between business
            and pleasure. And no matter what his brother thought, Brooke was a valuable employee.
         

         
         Period. End of story.

         
         He sat in the car and contemplated all the reasons this was a bad idea, but the wheel was already in motion. He needed to
            get back to his family. Decisions needed to be made. Puzzles needed to be solved. Business needed to move forward. And for
            that he needed his assistant. Having her travel with him wouldn’t be any different than any other day at the office. He could
            maintain control of his thoughts. He could keep his desire for her at bay. No matter how good she looked, how wonderful she
            might smell, or how delicious she might taste.
         

         
         Fifteen hours was a drop in the bucket.

         
         He could do this.

         
         Before he went all Hulk Hogan and started grunting, he walked to the front door and rang the bell. When a man opened the door
            he wasn’t surprised.
         

         
         The guy on the opposite side of the threshold equaled Dec’s six-foot-three height, was clean-cut, in good physical shape,
            and obviously annoyed.
         

         
         For a second he and the man stood there, sizing each other up before Dec introduced himself. The lack of a reciprocating introduction
            was definitely intentional and Dec didn’t blame the man for the snub. If someone like him had shown up to take his woman on a long road trip to another state, he’d have something to say about it.
         

         
         Like a big hell no.

         
         “Brooke sweetie, your boss is here,” the other man said as if he could reach into Dec’s mind and grab hold of the not-so-professional thoughts hovering
            there.
         

         
         Yep. That clinched it.

         
         Dec pulled down his imaginary professional hat and waited for Brooke to come to the door. Without a word to Dec, the guy disappeared
            somewhere in the house. When Brooke appeared, Dec had to take a step back and hold on tight to his good intentions.
         

         
         For four years Brooke had shown up at the office with a professionalism that matched her straight skirts and button-down blouses.
            This morning, however, she looked like something straight out of a country music video. Her honey blond hair looked freshly
            washed and tousled so that it hung down her back in long sexy waves instead of the sleek straight look she usually wore during
            business hours. A snug white tank top accentuated her perfect breasts. Around her narrow waist she’d tied the sleeves of a
            red plaid shirt. Her long tanned legs were topped off with a pair of short cutoff jeans. And her feet were covered with gray-and-blue
            sneakers.
         

         
         If he was her boyfriend he’d never let her out the door looking like that. Not that he had a problem with the way she dressed or
            would ever have the right to tell her what to wear, he’d just be too busy taking off her clothes, hauling her into the bedroom,
            and making love to her until the sun went down. Yet the man in the house remained glaringly absent as his sexy-as-sin girlfriend
            tossed Dec a smile that flashed her dimples.
         

         
         “Hey. Look at you.” Her dark eyes moved appreciatively over his body. “I’ve never seen you in anything other than a suit and
            tie. Jeans and a T-shirt look good on you. I’m glad I suggested we go casual for the drive.”
         

         
         He was glad too. But for completely different reasons.

         
         “Come on in.” She waved him into the house. “I just have to grab my stuff and I’m ready to go.”

         
         Dec stepped inside of a house furnished nice and neat without looking antiseptic. A few real houseplants were placed on shelves
            and some nice black-and-white photography decorated the walls. Basic black leather furniture had been strategically positioned
            for the best viewing of the large flat-screen TV. And with a smattering of decorator pieces, the place didn’t look overly
            feminine or masculine. More like a combination of the two.
         

         
         Still, the boyfriend remained MIA.

         
         “Let me help you with your bag,” Dec said, wondering why the boyfriend wasn’t offering to help his woman.

         
         “Awww. You’re sweet. But I can get it.”

         
         Sweet?

         
         He’d never been called that in his life.

         
         Pensive, determined, private, and successful? Yes. But sweet? Nope.

         
         He watched her hips gently sway as she walked down the hall.

         
         Yeah, she might be taken, and he might be her boss, but damned if he didn’t look anyway.

         
         Moments later she came back down the hall with a bright orange tote bag slung over one shoulder, pulling a red suitcase, and
            cradling a little tri-colored dog. A real dog that looked at him with utter surprise in its bright blue eyes. Not a stuffed
            animal like something she might cuddle at night. Well, maybe she cuddled something but he definitely wasn’t going to allow
            his imagination to go there. Especially not now when he knew she had a boyfriend. Even if the unnamed idiot couldn’t seem
            to come out of hiding to say goodbye when she called out that she was leaving.
         

         
         Amid her protests, Dec took her suitcase and tote bag, leaving her to carry the dog, who had something big, fuzzy, gray, and
            slobbery hanging from its mouth.
         

         
         “Who do you have there?” he asked with a tilt of his head toward the canine. “And what is that?”
         

         
         “This . . .” She chuckled then gave the dog a kiss on the head. “Is Moochie. She’s a mini Australian shepherd who disregards the ‘mini’
            moniker when there’s a cat on the fence. And that is her favorite toy. It used to be an elephant before she pulled out the squeaker and all the stuffing.”
         

         
         Eyes wary, the dog looked up at him.

         
         “She looks a little freaked out.” Dec put Brooke’s suitcase next to his in the trunk of his red convertible Infiniti Q60.

         
         “It’s the bright color of her eyes that makes her appear that way.” Brooke resettled the little dog on her hip. “I hope you
            don’t mind if I bring her along. I don’t have anyone to watch her while I’m gone and I don’t have the heart to put her in
            a kennel.”
         

         
         “What about your boyfriend?”

         
         “My . . .” She glanced back at the house. “Kyle?”

         
         Dec shrugged. “He didn’t introduce himself.”

         
         “Kyle is my best friend and roommate. He’s not my boyfriend. In fact, he’s engaged to be married.” She chuckled. “To Marc.”
         

         
         “Marc?” Dec’s head snapped up. “I didn’t get that vibe from him. The glare he gave me seemed more of a protective one for
            you.”
         

         
         “He quit throwing out the vibe when he met Marc. They’re a great couple,” she said as he tossed her tote bag into the backseat. “And he’s not overly protective
            of me because he knows I can pretty much hold my own.”
         

         
         Dec thought of her Fearless bracelet and wondered if there was a connection. However, when she leaned into the car, all thought stopped and his attention
            immediately shot to the rear view of her Daisy Dukes.
         

         
         “Tough girl, huh?”

         
         She scooted inside the car and looked up at him. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

         
         Apparently.

         
         “By the way, the answer is no.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “No, I don’t have a boyfriend. Just in case you were wondering.”

         
         Of course he’d wondered. He wasn’t dead for God’s sake.

         
         “So . . .” She tucked her enormous purse by her feet. “Are we officially on the clock right now? Do you want me to pull out
            my laptop and get to work? Wi-Fi might be spotty but I have other things I can accomplish.”
         

         
         “Too distracting for me.” Like he wasn’t already on overload? “I need to focus on the traffic.”

         
         “Sweet. So I don’t have to act all professional and boring until we get there?”

         
         Since when had she ever been boring?

         
         And what exactly did she have in mind?

         
         “You’re free to sit back and relax.”

         
         “I can relax when I’m asleep.” She threw him a grin. “Right now I want to have fun.”

         
         Well, that didn’t bode well for the control he expected to maintain.

         
         “I thought maybe before we jumped on the freeway we could stop for something to drink and some travel snacks,” she added.

         
         “Like water and protein bars?”

         
         “I was thinking more like caffeine and pork cracklings.”

         
         “I don’t even know what the hell those are.”

         
         “You don’t know what you’re missing, boss man.”

         
         “Clogged arteries?”

         
         The wind blew through her hair as she tipped her head back and laughed. “I never knew you’ve been so sheltered. Guess there’s
            a lot I have to learn about you.”
         

         
         Before his mind traveled to dangerous places, he spotted a Starbucks and pulled into the drive-thru. Along with a plain black
            coffee for himself, he ordered her usual latte.
         

         
         “What if I wanted something different?” She wrinkled her nose.

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “No.” She settled deeper into the passenger seat. “I just don’t want you to think that I’m one of those girls.”
         

         
         He pulled up to the drive-thru window and handed the server his credit card. Distracted by something the woman at the window
            was saying, he asked, “What kind is that?”
         

         
         “You know . . . predictable and boring.”

         
         Heaven help him.

         
         “I like predictability,” he said, veering into safer waters.

         
         She glanced at him across her bare shoulder. “Do you also like boring?”

         
         He paused a second too long and she pounced.

         
         “I didn’t think so. I may not know what you do in your off hours, but you don’t seem like the type to sit at home and watch
            reruns of Two and a Half Men.”
         

         
         “Two and a half what?”

         
         She laughed. “Do you watch TV at all?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Let me guess.” Playfully she turned in the seat to face him. “Once Upon a Time, Game of Thrones, and Dancing with the Stars?”
         

         
         “More like CNN, Bulls & Bears, and Face the Nation.”
         

         
         “Boring.”

         
         “TV should only be used as an opportunity for expanding views or education.”

         
         “I promise I won’t tell all the porn stars you said that. Then again . . .” She crooked a brow. “Is that what kind of education
            you mean?”
         

         
         Before he could respond she added, “Kidding! Please tell me that you at least channel surf once in a while and secretly end
            up watching Naked and Afraid.”
         

         
         Naked and afraid. In his mind, two words that didn’t belong together.
         

         
         “I’m actually familiar with that one. It’s one of Parker’s favorites.”

         
         “Parker being brother number . . .”

         
         “Four.”

         
         “Ah. Well, at least he gets it.”

         
         Oh Dec got it all right. Watching shows with naked people struggling to stay alive was supposed to broaden your horizons.
            But if Dec wanted to see someone naked he wanted to be the one to dirty her up. And since that thought led right to his traveling
            companion he allowed himself to be dragged into the subject matter. He had to. Otherwise the drive was going to be a hell
            of a lot longer than he needed.
         

         
         “Does your choice of TV viewing have anything to do with the Fearless bracelet you wear?” he asked, handing her the caramel brûlée latte.
         

         
         “Ha!” She let out a deliciously devious laugh that stirred everything behind the zipper of his jeans. “You have no idea.”

         
         Maybe not.

         
         But he certainly couldn’t wait to find out.

         
         In a strictly professional sense, of course.

         
          

         Brooke had to take a deep breath before she sipped her latte. Not because of the heat of the drink. Not because yesterday
            she thought she’d be fired. But because today she was sitting in the front seat of her incredibly gorgeous boss’s sexy convertible
            thinking very unbosslike things about him. Like how the sunshine gleamed in his nearly black hair. Or how the Ray-Ban sunglasses he wore made
            him look lickably hot. Or how nice the snug baby blue T-shirt lay across his wide shoulders and broad chest, and how the fabric
            rippled smoothly over what she suspected was at least a six-pack of sexy abs. Or how flawlessly the short sleeves hugged his
            defined biceps. Or how the well-fit jeans cupped him in places that ignited her imagination and curiosity. Or how she’d like
            to remove each one of those clothing items to see if beneath he wore boxers, briefs, or nothing at all.
         

         
         She knew he was a runner from the countless charity marathons in which he participated. And even though he was long and lean,
            he didn’t have that skinny look that some runners developed. He didn’t look like a gym rat, either. So curiosity sparked at
            exactly how Dec developed and maintained all those finger-tempting, mouthwatering muscles.
         

         
         But she digressed.

         
         She really needed to focus on being the ever helpful assistant so that he could focus on the important things. Just because
            he’d given her a once-over a couple of times didn’t mean anything more than a man looking at a woman. No big deal on the grand
            scale of things. All those wayward thoughts in her head needed to stop.
         

         
         Needed to, but most likely wouldn’t.

         
         There was just something about him she couldn’t leave alone. Not that she expected anything from him—a raise, romance, or
            anything else—she just wanted to see him smile. Laugh. And learn to let go of those reins he kept so tight in his hands. She
            wanted his life to be enjoyable as well as successful.
         

         
         She’d spent far too many years trapped in a world where a smile was perceived as a sin. To know that Dec may be caught in
            that same whirlpool broke her heart.
         

         
         When they stopped at a gas station near the freeway, Brooke tried to sober up and cut out all the goofing off. But the utter
            dismay on Dec’s face made her do a complete three-sixty and end up right back where she’d started.
         

         
         Determined to make him smile.

         
         Furthering his education in the finer things of life in the snacking world was currently up at bat.

         
         The moment they walked inside the convenience mart, Dec’s eyes went wide and Brooke quickly assumed he’d never gone farther
            than the gas pumps. She imagined his cupboards and refrigerator filled with healthy, boring items like kale, brown rice, and
            tasteless protein powder.
         

         
         Time to turn things upside down.

         
         “I can see you’re a virgin,” she said without cracking a smile.

         
         His head snapped around and he looked at her like she was wrapped up in silly string. “Excuse me?”

         
         “Relax, boss man. I’ve seen enough of the women you date to know you’re not that kind of virgin. I meant that you’re a convenience mart virgin.”
         

         
         He looked around at the rows and rows of sinful snacks as if someone had dropped him in a galaxy far, far away. “I’ve never
            had a reason—or a desire—to venture inside before.”
         

         
         “Yeah. I figured. No worries. I’ve got your back.”

         
         “Really.”

         
         “Would I steer you down the wrong path?”

         
         His scowl told her he thought it was a definite possibility. One he didn’t want to encounter.

         
         He was right, of course.

         
         “First . . .” She cut her eyes across the store. “I need to mention that while those sub sandwiches in the cooler over there
            look innocent enough, make sure you always read the expiration date before you indulge.”
         

         
         “Speaking from experience?”

         
         “Don’t ask.” She waved her hand. “Shall we?”

         
         “I think I hear your dog barking.”

         
         “You drive a convertible, you’re parked out front, and I can see her from here
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