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        He wasn’t meant to be on my radar, he was definitely the off-limits guy.

        My brother’s best friend, my friend’s ex, but most of all he was my boss.

        Hawk Carnage resembled one thing, and one thing only. Sex.

        He used it, he knew it, he lived it. Hawk owned the largest lingerie company in the world, and I was his leading lady.

        In business.

        But now business and friendship were about to be crossed. The lines blurred, and I was ready to dip my toes in the forbidden water. Because no matter how much I said I could refrain from Hawk Carnage, now was not the time.

        He was to be my fake fiancé.

        And I was about to sink into that forbidden water, with Hawk’s hands clutching my sides.

        Lord help me because I was about to enjoy every moment of it.

        Even if it was just for fun.

        Even if it would ruin everything.

        I was going to dive in head first.
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      My ass was in the air, hands on the ground for balance.

      I could feel the stares, eyes focused on me and the skirt that had inched up my thighs revealing my long legs—and let’s be honest—half my ass. The passers-by did nothing to help but seemed content to gawk.

      Shit.

      “Come on you piece of—”

      “Well, well, well… if it isn’t a damsel in distress.”

      I froze, heart pounding, my hands still holding tight to the heel stuck in the grate.

      Fuck no.

      It couldn’t be. Anxiously biting the inside of my cheek, I stared ahead as reality set in, determined to ignore the familiar voice from behind.

      Life was being a right bitch if she thought it was fun having my heel wedged between unforgiving metal and having him arrive at that very moment.

      Attempting to wriggle the shoe some more, I only met resistance. It was firmly stuck, and no amount of heaving was going to loosen the fucker, my trembling fingers failing to undo the clasp.

      “I remember that ass very well indeed,” the voice continued, and my face flushed with a mix of emotions. Some part love, but mostly humiliation with a healthy dose of murderous intent.

      If I could only get this damn heel free, I’d wedge it in his eye, and I most certainly don’t mean the eye on his face. The bastard deserved a little punishment, and I knew just how to do it.

      A pair of polished black shoes came to a stop in front of me, and I clenched my teeth hard, so hard they felt like they’d snap. Just another thing I could blame on him. Relenting, my gaze traveled the length of his body.

      Still tall.

      Still handsome.

      Still, with the same shit-eating grin he’d always had.

      Roman.

      “Relax, Britta,” he said, bending down so we were level. “Let me help.”

      I hadn’t a chance to answer before his hands had already moved to my ankle, fingers gently brushing against my skin. I shivered, and I don’t think I hid it well. I loathed that he still had that effect on me. And worse still, he knew he had that effect on me.

      Roman tightened his grip, turned my foot on a slight angle and with a sharp pull, my heel was set free from the evil clutches of the street. Instead of letting go, his hands affectionately slid up my calf, his thumbs gently caressing, reminding me once more of what we used to have.

      “You’ve changed your hair,” he said, attempting to distract me. It worked. My hand went to touch my tresses. It was now a lot shorter than what Roman would remember. Even the color had changed, back to my natural brown shade. Boring, but me.

      “Out with the old,” I said. Clearing my throat, I was determined to block the sappy emotions. I made to stand, pulling away from his touch.

      “So…” he said, eyes alight. “How are you?” Roman slid his hands into his pockets and watched closely, observing any move I made.

      “Good,” I stammered, although I didn’t know why. Roman made me nervous and I couldn’t control it. “You?”

      His neck twitched. “Ah, really good, actually.” He swayed a little on his heel. “I’m engaged.”

      “Oh?”

      What. The—

      “Are you seeing anyone?” he asked, breaking through my thoughts.

      Perhaps he’d noticed my mouth agape. Maybe he’d seen my wide-eyed shock. Maybe… just maybe… he’d been able to read my mind.

      “Britta? Are you seeing—”

      “I’m engaged, too!” The lies slipped from my strawberry-coated lips so easily. And now it was his turn to be shocked.

      “Oh?” he said, hoping I’d elaborate but not wanting to seem too eager to ask. “Maybe you can bring him to the wedding. I sent an invitation. Did you get it?”

      My mind briefly wandered to the trash bag that would now be sitting in the landfill. Somewhere in that trash bag, among the food scraps, is the torn up, once beautiful card cordially inviting me to the wedding of Roman Hopheart and Rebekah Johnson.

      He sent me an invitation!

      To his wedding!

      Is he mad?

      Roman was my first love. I’d given the asshole everything. He was my first kiss. My first love. And then, one day after four years of what I thought was a stable relationship—solid enough to be talking white weddings and picket fences—I found him kissing my best friend in our newly renovated kitchen. That best friend just happened to be Rebekah no-moral-compass Johnson.

      Tall.

      Leggy.

      Blonde.

      Gigantic boobs.

      Everything I wasn’t.

      After many tears, fantasized bloodshed... and more tears, I had accepted that you can’t help who you fall in love with, and we had let bygones be bygones. And now the pair were getting hitched.

      Fuckers.

      Not that I cared… much. The sex was blah. Too self-absorbed in his own pleasure.

      “Invitation?” I raised my brows in deliberate shock. “I’m sorry, I never received it. But that’s fine, I don’t need to co—”

      “I’ll have Bek send you another.”

      … Awesome.

      “But you’ve gotta bring your new man,” he said with an almost disbelieving smile.

      Why didn’t he believe my lie?

      Did he think I’d pine for him forever?

      Maybe it had been longer than was necessary. But just to wipe the smug look off his face, I agreed.

      “He’d love to come,” I said, wearing my widest smile.

      “Well, I guess that’s settled then. Are you still living with your parents?” Roman asked, determined to bring me down a peg or two.

      Asshole.

      “No… I moved out. Recently.”

      As if on cue, my handbag began to noisily vibrate. His annoyed gaze dropped to the interference.

      “Sorry,” I said, feigning an apology. “I have to get this. It’s probably my fiancé.”

      Damn it! Stop digging your hole even deeper.

      Fumbling around the debris in my bag, I retrieved my cell, locked eyes with the unwavering Roman and held the cell to my ear.

      “Britta speaking…” I cleared my throat, but it only added to the awkwardness.

      There was a pause. “I know it’s you and you know it’s me, so why are you introducing yourself?”

      My face flushed and paled at the same time hearing the familiar husky voice that always had me both a little fearful and wet between the legs.

      My boss.

      I know, cliché.

      But there was more to it. Way, way more.

      “So… Sorry,” I stumbled, flustered. “I was caught off guard.”

      “The delivery wasn’t complete. I’ll need you to contact the supplier before five and confirm the rest is coming.”

      Roman raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes, I’ll do that.”

      “Close of business, Brit,” he enforced.

      Roman was now tilting his head to the side, curious over the stiffness of the conversation.

      “Okay, babe, I got it,” I said, putting on some flirt.

      “Babe?” my boss chimed.

      My cheeks flushed with embarrassment and self-loathing. I had no idea how I was going to wiggle out of this one. “Gotta go and make that call. See you tonight,” I continued. And then I said the worst thing that could possibly come out of my mouth. “Love you.”

      “What the fu—”

      I ended the call before I dug my grave any deeper.

      There was one awkward as fuck conversation headed my way.
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      The AC chilled my flushed face as I walked into my work office.

      “What happened to you?” Sara, the receptionist asked, raising her annoying perfectly arched brow.

      “Why?” It sounded more like a bark, giving the poor girl a fright.

      “Oh… no reason.” She quickly diverted her eyes and busied herself, refolding the same letters. Sara cleared her throat when I began to walk away. “Your brother is in there. He’s been waiting for you.”

      Biting my tongue, I pushed open the door to my office. There, prowling through my paperwork and absently clicking his pen, was my brother.

      “Slate,” I greeted, smiling. He turned, also smiling, but that quickly faded when he saw me.

      “Britta, what happened to you?”

      “Wha— why does…” I closed the door catching sight of my reflection in the mirror which hung on the back. “Jesus!” I gasped. “What happened…” Frantically, my hands smoothed my frizzy and tangled locks and quickly moved to the smear of lipstick. That rotten bastard, Roman, had swooped in for a kiss when I tried to say my polite goodbyes, aiming to plant some on my lips before I turned just in time. Unfortunately, his dirty, still sexy mouth still caught some of me.

      “Did you go home last night?” he asked, somewhat amused.

      I met his eyes in the mirror. “Yes, of course. Why would you ask that?”

      “Other than you actually being dressed properly, it looks like you’ve done a walk of shame, at…” he lengthened his arm from his jacket and looked at his watch, “… oh, ten-fifteen.”

      “I’ll have you know it’s windy outside.”

      “Liar.”

      Absolutely.

      I wasn’t about to tell him about my run-in with ‘Roman—the cunt—Hopheart,’ as my brother had so eloquently phrased it when he discovered the truth behind the split.

      Smoothing down my skirt, I turned to him. “Why do you care if I’m late?”

      “Sister, you and I had a brunch date.”

      Shit.

      I tried to move past him while he replaced a photo frame on the desk. A frame that contained a picture of me and all four of my brothers.

      “But…” he continued, “… I can clearly see you’ve forgotten. As usual. Do you even have a life these days?” Slate tucked a strand of ear-length hair. No matter how often I’d told him to cut it, he wouldn’t. Besides, it actually suited him.

      “I have a life,” I replied indignantly knowing I was already on a roll with the lies this morning so why stop. Work was my life. I enjoyed it.

      Slate scoffed. “You sell sex, Britta, but when was the last time you actually had sex?”

      My nose scrunched at his words.

      “You’re my brother, you can’t ask me questions like that.”

      “We’re also adults, and you need to get laid sometime.” He headed toward the door. “You’re too young for celibacy.”

      “Thank you… even for your inappropriateness.”

      “Always gotcha back.” He smiled before leaving.

      “Love you, too.”

      I did feel guilty for missing the brunch date, but I’d never intended on running into douchebag Roman. Slate also understood how committed I was to my work. I felt terrible that I couldn’t make it for our date, but out of all my brothers, he knew me best. He also knew I was employed by a man who expected nothing short of perfection. I worked for one of the best lingerie companies in the world and selling sexy was what I did.

      And just as my brother had awkwardly suspected, my life failed miserably in that department.

      Sitting down, my cell buzzed, and I retrieved it from my handbag.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake…

      Roman.

      He sent a message, and the contents weren’t what I wanted to read, especially after the run-in.

      It was a save-the-date card for the wedding, and when I read the date, my eyes bulged.

      “You’ve got to be kidding. That miserable sack of… really?”

      My birthday.

      He and Rebekah-Big-Boobs considerately decided to hold their wedding on my birthday. Out of three hundred and sixty-five days in a year, they pick my damn day!

      “Ughh,” I heaved in exasperation. No wonder he didn’t tell me the date to my face earlier. He knew I’d have kneed him in his balls.

      My cell once again buzzed.

      Fuckwit... again.

      Re-entering the code, I read his new message.

      

      Looking good, Brit.

      Catch up soon.

      

      A bouquet of roses sat in the middle of my desk, and I didn’t have to read the card to know who they were from. He moved fast, wanting to impress and awe.

      I wasn’t impressed and I wasn’t awed.

      In typical Roman style, he still hadn’t changed his stripes. Rebekah was about to find out the hard way how little she could trust him.

      Grunting in frustration, I pick up the flowers that graced my desk and sent them flying like angry, graceful balls of color across the room. They smash against the wall of perfectly aligned photo frames, exploding on impact, pink and red petals hurtling away from their once cozy bouquet.

      “What in the name of…” a shocked voice startled me from behind.

      Hawk.

      He was my brother’s best friend and had been since junior high.

      He was sex on legs. It was the only way to describe him.

      A Greek Adonis who graced the earth with his glorious presence.

      He oozed sex appeal.

      And he was also off limits.

      As well as being my brother’s best friend, he was also my damn boss.

      And he was standing at the entry to my office trying too hard to fight the smirk forming on his lips.

      Mmm… sex.

      “Yes?” I snapped, disguising my lusty eyes.

      At work, Hawk dressed in power suits, his broad shoulders strong and confident. Now, in jeans and a well-fitting black shirt, he still looked a mix of casual and sexy sophisticated. Basically, everything he wore complemented his looks and attitude. And each time I saw him, it was a delightful battle of the senses.

      And then he opened his mouth.

      He was curt, demanding, and sometimes he cut to the bone.

      But no matter what he was saying, in whichever tone, Hawk could get me wet between the legs like no man ever could.

      Call a retailer’s meeting. Wet.

      Book the restaurant for eight. Wet.

      Where’s my goddamn stapler? Wet.

      You’re late, Britta. Wet.

      “Meeting, Britta.”

      Back to reality.

      “Huh?”

      “I did email you the reminder as you requested.” Hawk looked at his watch, and my legs squeezed tight. His gaze then moved to the flowers, and my own followed.

      Anger returned.

      “I was side-tracked.”

      “So I can see,” he said, voice husky and ruthlessly delightful. He walked past and picked up the card, that like the petals, had found its wayward path after smashing against the wall. He straightened, tanned fingers tapping on the cardboard while he read.

      I bit my bottom lip, hard. Those words weren’t meant for anyone else to read.

      Especially Hawk.

      He glanced at me, my stomach butterflying before rereading the evidence.

      Finally, he turned, holding the offending item between us.

      His face was stony, eyes deadly serious.

      Sexy.

      Scary.

      “Tell your brothers, Britta.” He handed me the card, fingers grazing my skin before walking out the door, leaving me in a room of broken flowers and possibly a broken heart.

      … Possibly.
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      That skirt did wonders for her, fucking wonders.

      All that was on my mind were those legs. Those irresistible fucking legs that were on display every day she wore a skirt. Every. Fucking. Day.

      She smiled at me, the same way she did every day.

      And I wanted to kiss those lips hard, the same way I fantasized every day.

      Instead, just like every other day, I walked back into my office and slammed the door.

      Slate was here, and I wasn’t surprised to see him. He usually came over once a week to see his sister. Out of all the Valentino siblings, those two were the closest.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Slate threw a rubber ball against the wall, caught it on rebound and threw it again. He appeared lost in his own head.

      “Slate,” I barked at him. He startled, and the ball hit him in the chest before bouncing on the ground. “What do you need, brother?”

      He shook his head, unperturbed by my business manners. “Do you think I should find someone for her? Like a date?” he asked, scratching his chin.

      “Who?” I asked, feigning ignorance. I knew who he was talking about, but I played along with his game.

      “Britta,” he said, retrieving the rubber ball and placing it where it belonged on my desk. “All she seems to do is work. She has zero social life.”

      I shrugged my shoulders, indifferently. “She loves her job.”

      Slate rolled his eyes. “Please. You love your job, and you should. You’ve created a multi-million-dollar empire on what women wear under their clothes. There’s a lot of guys who would envy your position,” he joked. But it was true, I was constantly surrounded by scantily-clad beautiful women.

      “But why does she love it?” he asked, shaking his head. “This isn’t her baby. She needs a date is all I’m saying.”

      I paused, considering the words playing on my tongue. “She has an invitation, to his wedding,” I finally announced.

      After the hurt Roman had caused her, they would kill him if given a chance. Yet, although Britta was left broken-hearted, she still accepted gracious defeat in the hope of being the better person. And that was precisely the issue. She was too nice. And now the fucker thought he could rub it in. The bastard was getting married to the same bitch he’d had an affair with. His eyes had always wandered. He was constantly looking for the next best thing and missing the one girl who was worth a thousand of the ones he’d ogled.

      That was the type of scum he was.

      And that was why Britta’s brothers deserved to know. He didn’t deserve her, not from the start.

      Britta was a walking sex pistol. And that was coming from a man who worked day and often nights with women parading around in lingerie. But she… she could be fully clothed among the various states of nudity, and still be the hottest woman in the room.

      But her brothers weren’t to know that.

      I looked back at Slate. He was angry and rightfully so.

      “No. Fucking. Way,” he said, both shocked and appalled.

      “He sent her flowers, too,” I added, and it was all I needed to say for him to stand, walk off and slam the door behind him without so much as a farewell. I figured it was better him than me. Having Britta on the wrong side was not ideal in many ways. She was an asset to the team, and an asset to my cock if the right time ever came. And I was counting on it. Sooner rather than later.

      The clock on the wall barely ticked past a heartbeat before my door flew open.

      Britta stood in the doorway, heels and legs for days, her hands on her hips, rage flying from her pretty eyes.

      “Why did you tell him?” she demanded. “You know he’s going to tell them all now, and I’m never going to hear the end of it.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and proceeded to pull out the files we needed for the upcoming meeting. This seemed to annoy her even more, and I swear I heard a little huff.

      She fucking huffed, and it took all my might not to smirk.

      Britta could be sexy and cute, all wrapped up in one dangerous little bundle.

      “You ready?” I asked, hoping to deter her.

      “That’s all?” Her perfect brows shot up in admonishment.

      “I’m not here to discuss your love life, Britta.”

      I said that, but I would love nothing more than to tell her who she could and could not date. And in my opinion, that would be no one.

      “You mean you’re not here to discuss it with me, but you will my brother?”

      I met her head on, my face blank. “Yes.”

      Her nose scrunched slightly without her even knowing. “My brother keeps telling me to date,” she started, unable to disguise her displeasure. “But if men are anything like you two I’d lose my mind.”

      She started to walk back out the door and my mouth stopped her. “So, you’d rather men like Roman?”

      Britta paused, her back to me, shoulders stiff. I’d hit a nerve and I was a prick for saying it.

      “I suppose if you’ve never been in love before, you wouldn’t know what it’s like.”

      “Oh!” This time I smirked. “I thought you did love me, babe.”

      This time she turned, anger long since faded, her cheeks reddened with embarrassment, a small smile playing on her lips. “It was in the heat of the moment, and those words slipped out,” she said, referring to the phone call.

      “Well, at least one of us sounds convinced,” I challenged, watching the red deepen. It gave me a sick form of pleasure watching her squirm under my gaze. And she did just that, unsure whether to meet my penetrative eyes or continue her path back to her office.

      “Meeting, Britta…” I finally said, reluctantly cutting the sexual tension between us.

      She gave a small nod, cleared her throat and walked her fine ass down the hall, albeit a little unsteady.
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      “And then she got down on her knees, creamy white tits in full view, and showed me just how appreciative she was…” The jackass sitting across from us laughed, his flat palm slapping the table at his own sick humor. “If only all women could be like that.”

      Beside me, Britta’s stony face said it all. She was sitting across from David Renshaw, but she may as well have been invisible as he retold the chauvinistic story in order to garner a few laughs. Or perhaps he was very well aware of her presence and got off on making her uncomfortable. Britta was less uncomfortable and more outraged. Her tense fingers wound tightly around the pencil that threatened to break. Her unimpressed stare enough to frighten the best of men. But Renshaw? He was unfazed.

      He was President of the Marksman department stores, the leading supplier of Carnage Lingerie. It was an unfortunate business relationship which was barely tolerable, but our monthly meetings were required to ensure both parties were living up to their ends of the bargain.

      Still laughing, his puffy face turned red as the men next to him shared his joviality.

      They continued sharing crude jokes about their poor conquests, when Britta turned to me and whispered through ventriloquist’s lips, “I hope the next girl bites his cock off.”

      My lips twitched in an attempt to hide my own laugh. Leaning back in the chair, legs stretched in front, I locked eyes with her. She smiled despite the frustration, knowing I was humored by her joke.

      “You’re a dangerous woman, Britta Valentino.”

      “Oh?” Her beautiful smile widened, revealing perfect teeth. “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “I wish I did know,” I dared. “Not the cock biting bit, though.”

      This time it was Britta’s turn to laugh. In fact, she snorted so loudly, the three Marksman men ceased their loud and obnoxious conversation, intrigued by our own.

      “What’d we miss?” Renshaw asked, smiling, eyes narrowed as he studied us.

      “Nothing of benefit,” I said, and Britta bit down hard on her bottom lip.

      And goddamn did that make my cock twitch. Under the scrutinising stares of the three Marksmen, I imagined thrusting inside Britta as she bit that same luscious lip.

      “Well…” David cleared his throat, “… let’s continue this negotiation. We can be assured that adding floor space to your expanding line can only benefit us both.”

      “Not only the expansion but—”

      I was cut off by the sudden violent vibration on the mahogany table. Britta’s face flushed red with embarrassment as all eyes fell on her. Sheepishly, she retrieved the cell and cast a glance at the
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