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            Chapter 1

         
        
         #TakeMeToYourLeader

         

         
         It was a good thing Elle Wheaton loved being in charge and ordering people around, because if it wasn’t for the thrill of
            having both those things in her job description, she absolutely didn’t get paid enough to handle all the idiots in her world.
            “Last night was a disaster,” she said.
         

         
         Her boss, not looking nearly as concerned as she, shrugged. He was many things and one of them was the owner of the Pacific
            Pier Building in which they stood, located in the Cow Hollow district of San Francisco. A detail he preferred to keep to himself.
         

         
         In fact, only one person besides herself knew his identity, but as the building’s general manager, Elle alone handled everything
            and was always his go-between. The calm, kickass go-between, if she said so herself, although what had happened last night had momentarily shaken some of her calm.
         

         
         “I have faith in you,” he said.

         
         She slid him a look. “In other words, ‘Fix it, Elle, because I don’t want to be bothered about it.’”

         
         “Well, and that,” he said with a smile as he pushed his glasses further up on his nose.

         
         She refused to be charmed. Yes, he was sexy in that utterly oblivious way of smart geeks and, yes, they were best friends
            and she loved him, but in her world, love had limits. “Maybe I should recap the disaster for you,” she said. “First, the little
            lights in every emergency exit sign in the entire building died at midnight. So when Mrs. Winslowe in 3D went to take her
            geriatric dog to do his business, she couldn’t see the stairwell. Cut to Mr. Nottingham from 4A—whom, it should be noted,
            was sneaking out of his mistress’s apartment in 3F—slipping and falling in dog poo.”
         

         
         “You can’t make this stuff up,” he said, still smiling.

         
         Elle crossed her arms. “Mr. Nottingham broke his ankle and very nearly his ass, requiring an ambulance ride and a possible
            lawsuit. And you’re amused.”
         

         
         “Come on, Elle. You and I both know life sucks golf balls if you let it. Gotta find the fun somewhere. We’ll pay the hospital
            bill and buy Mr. Nottingham new pants. I’ll throw in a weekend getaway and he can take his girlfriend or his wife—or both
            if he wants. We’ll make it right.” Spence smiled at her snort. “Get yourself some caffeine. You look like you’re down a pint.”
         

         
         “My life isn’t normal,” she said with a shake of her head.

         
         “Forget normal. Normal’s overrated. Now drink that gross green stuff you can’t survive without.”

         
         “It’s just tea, you weirdo. And I could totally survive without it if I needed to.” She paused. “I just can’t guarantee anyone
            else’s safety.”
         

         
         “Exactly, so why take chances?”

         
         Elle rolled her eyes. She was still taking what had happened last night personally. She knew everyone in this building, each
            and every business on the first and second floor and every tenant on the third and fourth floor, and she felt responsible
            for all of them.
         

         
         And someone had been hurt on her watch. Unacceptable. “You do realize that the emergency exit system falls under security’s
            jurisdiction,” she said. “Which means the security company you hired failed us.”
         

         
         Spence, following her line of thought, stopped looking so amused. He put down his coffee. “No, Elle.”

         
         “Spence, a year ago now you sought me out for the general manager job. You put me in charge of covering your ass, which we
            both know I’m very good at. So I’m going to go discuss this matter with Archer, your head of security.”
         

         
         He grimaced. “At least let me clear the building before you two go at each other.”

         
         “There won’t be a fight.” At least not that she’d tell him about. “I’m simply doing my job and that includes managing one
            Archer Hunt.”
         

         
         “Yes, technically,” Spence allowed. “But we both know that he answers to no one but himself and he certainly doesn’t consider
            you his boss. He doesn’t consider anyone his boss.”
         

         
         Elle smiled and mainlined some more tea, the nectar of the gods as far as she was concerned. “His problem, not mine.”

         
         Looking pained, Spence stood. “He’s not going to enjoy you going off on him this early half-cocked, Elle.”

         
         “Ask me if I care.”

         
         “I care,” Spence said. “It’s too early to help you bury his body.”
         

         
         Elle let out a short laugh. Her and Archer’s antagonistic attitude toward each other had been well documented. The thing was,
            Archer thought he ran the world, including her.
         

         
         But no one ran her world except her. “If everyone would just do what they were supposed to and stay out of my way . . .” she
            said, trailing off because Spence was no longer listening to her. Instead he was staring out the window, his leanly muscled
            body suddenly tense, prompting her to his side to see what had caught his interest.
         

         
         A woman was coming out of the coffee shop and Spence was staring at her. It was his ex, who had once upon a time done her
            best to rip out his heart.
         

         
         “Want me to have her kicked off the premises?” Elle asked. “Or I could have her investigated and found guilty of a crime.”
            She was just kidding. Mostly.
         

         
         “I don’t need you to handle my damn dates.”

         
         Given that he was a walking Fortune 500 company and also that he’d been badly burned, he actually did need his women investigated,
            but Elle didn’t argue with him. Arguing with Spence was like arguing with a brick wall. But he hadn’t dated since his ex and
            it had been months and months, and her heart squeezed because he was gun-shy now. “Hey, in case you haven’t heard, hot genius
            mechanical engineers slash geeks are in. You’ll find someone better.” Much better, if she had her say . . .
         

         
         He still didn’t respond and Elle rolled her eyes. “How come men are idiots?”

         
         “Because women don’t come with instruction manuals.” He pushed away from the window. “I’ve gotta go. No killing anyone today,
            Elle.”
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         He took the time to give her a long look.

         
         She sighed. “Fine. I won’t kill Archer.”

         
         When she was alone, she applied some lip gloss—for herself, mind you, not for Archer—and left her office, taking her time
            walking the open hallway. She loved this building and never got tired of admiring the unique architecture of the old place;
            the corbeled brick and exposed iron trusses, the long picture windows in each unit, the cobblestone courtyard below with the
            huge fountain where idiots came from all over San Francisco and beyond to toss their money and wish for love.
         

         
         She was on the second floor in the far north corner, from which if she pressed her nose up against her office window and if
            there wasn’t any fog, she could see down the hill to the Marina Green and the bay with a very tiny slice of the Golden Gate
            Bridge as well.
         

         
         She tried to play it cool, but even after a whole year it was a thrill to live in the heart of the city. Although she hadn’t
            grown up far from here, it’d been a world away and at least ten rungs down on the social ladder.
         

         
         It was still early enough that the place was quiet. As she passed the elevator, the doors opened and the woman in charge of
            housekeeping services came through pushing a large cart.
         

         
         “Hey, honey,” Trudy said in her been-smoking-for-three-decades voice. “Need anything?”

         
         “Nope, I’m good.” Good plus mad, but although she adored Trudy, the woman couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. “Just taking
            in the nice morning.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s a disappointment,” Trudy said. “I thought maybe you were looking for that hottie with the nice package, the one
            who runs the investigation firm down the hall.”
         

         
         Elle nearly choked on her tea. “Nice package?”
         

         
         “Well I’m old, not dead.” And with a wink, Trudy pushed her cart down the hall.

         
         It was true that Archer was annoyingly hot, not that she cared. Hot was useless to her. She’d much rather have the things
            that had eluded her for most of her life—safety, security . . . stability.
         

         
         Three things Archer had never been accused of.

         
         At the other end of the hall, she stopped in front of the door with a discreet sign: Hunt Investigations.
         

         
         The investigative and elite security firm was carried on Archer’s reputation alone, no ads or marketing required. Basically
            Archer and the men he employed were finders and fixers, independent contractors for hire, and not necessarily tied by the
            same red tape as the law.
         

         
         Which worked for Archer. Rules had never been his thing.

         
         She opened the door and let herself into the reception area, which was much bigger than hers. Clean, masculine lines. Large
            furniture. Wide open space. A glass partition separated the front from the inner offices.
         

         
         The check-in counter was empty. The receptionist wasn’t in yet—it was too early for Mollie. But not for the other employees.
            Past the glass Elle could see part of the inner office. A group of men, five of them, entered by a private door. They’d clearly
            just come back from some sort of job that had required them to be locked and loaded since they currently looked like a SWAT
            team.
         

         
         Elle literally stopped short. And if she was being honest, her heart stopped too because sweet baby Jesus. The lot of them
            stood there stripping off weapons and shirts so that all she could see was a mass of mind-blowing bodies, sweaty and tatted
            and in all varieties of skin colors.
         

         
         It was a cornucopia of smutty goodness and she couldn’t tear her eyes away. In fact, she couldn’t speak either, mostly because
            her tongue had hit the floor. Her feet took advantage of her frozen brain, taking her to the interior door, where she wanted
            to press her face up against the glass.
         

         
         Luckily, someone buzzed her in before she could. They all knew her. After all, her job required her to work closely with the
            security firm, and therein lay her deepest, darkest problem.
         

         
         Working closely with Archer Hunt was dangerous in oh so many, many ways, not the least of which was their history, something she did her best to never think about.
         

         
         She was greeted with variations on “Hey, Elle” and “Mornin’” and then they all went their separate ways, leaving her alone
            with their fearless leader.
         

         
         Archer.

         
         It’d been a long time since they’d let themselves be alone. In fact, she always actively sought out ways to not be alone with him, and given how successful she’d been, she could only figure he’d been doing the same.
         

         
         Not looking particularly bothered by this unexpected development, Archer met her gaze straight on. He hadn’t unloaded his
            weapons or his shirt and stood there in full utility combat gear, complete with a Glock on one hip, a stun gun on the other,
            and a pistol strapped to a thigh. His Army hat was backward on his head. The handle of a butterfly knife stuck out of a pocket
            in his cargoes and he had two sets of cuffs strapped to his belt. An urban warrior, wired for sound with a two-way and a Kevlar
            vest strapped across his chest and back, telling Elle that wherever they’d been, he hadn’t just come back from Disneyland.
         

         
         She managed to be both horrified and turned on at the same time. But if life had taught her one thing the hard way, it was
            how to hide her thoughts and emotions, so she carefully rolled up her tongue.
         

         
         The corner of Archer’s mouth quirked, like maybe he could read her mind. But he didn’t say a word, instead seeming perfectly
            content to stand there all badass and wait her out. And she knew from experience that he could wait her out, until the end of time if need be.
         

         
         So of course, she caved and spoke first. “Long morning already?”

         
         “Long night,” he said.

         
         He was big and tough, and frustrating beyond measure for so many reasons, not the least of which was her very secret crush
            on him, uncomfortably balanced on the fact that she owed him her life.
         

         
         Unconcerned with any of that, he began to unload his weapons. Most of the jobs he took on were routine: criminal, corporate,
            and insurance investigations along with elite security contracts, surveillance, fraud, and corporate background checks. But
            some weren’t routine at all, like the forensic investigations, the occasional big bond bounty hunting, government contract
            work . . . all with the potential to be dangerous if not life threatening.
         

         
         In contrast, the security contract he held on this building surely seemed tame and mild in comparison, but she knew it was
            a favor to Spence.
         

         
         “We have a problem,” she said.

         
         He arched a brow, the equivalent of a long-winded query from anyone else.

         
         She rolled her eyes and found herself in a defensive pose, hands on hips. “The emergency exit signs—”

         
         “Already taken care of,” he said.

         
         “Okay, but Mr. Nottingham—”

         
         “Also taken care of.”

         
         She took a deep, purposefully calming breath. It was hard to look right at him because he was very tall. At five foot seven,
            she was nowhere close to petite but even she barely came up to his shoulders. She hated that he had such a height advantage
            during their arguments. And this was going to be an argument.
         

         
         “So what happened?” she asked. “Why did the lights go out like that, all at once?”

         
         “Squirrels.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         At her tone, his piercing eyes flashed a disturbingly intense combination of green and light brown, reflecting the fact that
            he’d seen the worst of the worst and was capable of fighting it with his bare hands. She got that the edge of danger and testosterone
            coming off him in waves attracted the opposite sex like bees to honey but at the moment she’d like to stomp on his size thirteen
            Bates. Especially since he didn’t repeat himself, and tired of the macho show, she poked him in the chest with her finger.
            His pec didn’t give at all. Stupid muscles. “Listen,” she said. “I’ve got pissed-off tenants, a man in the hospital, and a signed contract from you guaranteeing the
            safety of the people in this building. So I’m going to need you to do more than stand there all tall, dark, and silently brooding
            on this one, Archer, and tell me what the hell is going on, preferably using more than one word at a time.”
         

         
         “You want to be careful how you speak to me, Elle,” he said.

         
         The man was impenetrable. A virtual island. And he didn’t like being questioned, she knew that much. But she also knew the
            only way to deal with him was to hold her own. He didn’t respect cowards. “Fine,” she said. “Will you pretty please tell me what the hell is going on?”
         

         
         At that he looked very slightly amused, probably because she was the only one who ever dared to push him. “Last fall I told
            you that you had a squirrel colony going on in the roof,” he said. “I said that you needed to hire someone to block off the
            holes left behind by woodpeckers from the year before or you were going to have problems. You assured me you’d handled it.”
         

         
         “Because the landscapers assured me they’d take care of it.”

         
         He shrugged a broad shoulder. “Either they blew you off or they didn’t do it correctly. An entire colony of squirrels moved
            into the walls and had a party. Last night they hit the electrical room, where they ate through some wires.”
         

         
         Well, hell. No wonder he was giving her bad ’tude. He was right. This wasn’t on him at all.

         
         It was on her. “What happened to the squirrels?” she asked.
         

         
         “Probably dead in the walls.”

         
         She blinked. “Are you telling me I killed a bunch of squirrels?”

         
         His mouth quirked. “What do you think the landscapers would’ve done? Sent them on a vacay to the Bahamas?”

         
         “Okay,” she said, letting out a long exhale. “Thanks for the explanation.” She turned to go.

         
         His hand caught her, long fingers wrapping around her elbow and causing all sorts of unwelcome sensations as he pulled her
            back around.
         

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “Waiting for my apology.”

         
         “Sure,” she said agreeably. “When hell freezes over.” She lifted her chin, grateful for her four-inch heels so that she could
            almost, kind of, not quite look him in the eyes. “I’m in charge of this building, Archer, which means I’m in charge of everything
            that happens in it. I’m also in charge of everyone who works for this building.”
         

         
         He cocked his head, looking amused again. “You want to be the boss of me, Elle?” he asked softly.

         
         “I am the boss of you.”
         

         
         Now he outright smiled and her breath caught. Damn, stupid, sexy smile. And then there was The Body. Yes, she thought of it
            in capital letters, it deserved the respect. “If you don’t want to be walking funny tomorrow,” she said, “you’ll stop invading
            my personal-space bubble.”
         

         
         Complete bravado and they both knew it. She’d only been at this job for a year and it’d come as a surprise to her that he’d
            been in the building at all. An unfortunate coincidence. Before that it’d been years since they’d had any contact, but she
            still knew enough to get that no one got the better of him.
         

         
         He was quick, light on his feet, and physically strong. But that wasn’t what made him so dangerous to her. No, it was his
            sharp intelligence, his quick wit, how he was willing to go as dark as he needed to in order to do what he thought was right.
         

         
         And then there was the biggie—the way he had of making her feel shockingly alive.

         
         He did as she asked and stepped back but not before pausing to make sure they both knew who was in control here, and it most
            definitely wasn’t her.
         

         
         No one did intimidation like Archer, and in his line of work he could be in a coma and still intimidate everyone in the room.
            He had muscles on top of muscles but didn’t look beefed up like a body builder might. Instead his body seemed lean and seriously
            badass, with caramel skin that strayed from light to golden to mocha latte depending on what the season was, giving him a
            look of indeterminable origin.
         

         
         And sexiness.

         
         It worked for him, allowing him to fit in to just about any situation. Handy on the job, she imagined. But with her he was
            careful. Distant. And yet she’d seen the way he sometimes looked at her, and on the rare occasion when he’d touched her, like
            when he guided her through a door with his hand low on her back, he let himself linger. There was always a shocking and baffling
            yearning beyond both the glances and the touches.
         

         
         That, or it was all just wishful thinking.

         
         Not that it mattered since he still held back with her. The problem was she yearned too. Yearned for him to see her as a woman,
            strong and capable enough to stand at his side.
         

         
         But after what they’d been through, she knew that would never happen. She turned away, annoyed by how her entire body had
            gone on high alert as always, every inch of her seeming to hum beneath the surface.
         

         
         She should have just emailed him.

         
         He waited until she got to the door before he spoke, “I’ve got a job I need your help on.”

         
         “No,” she said.

         
         He just looked at her.

         
         She took online college classes at the crack of dawn. Her job was demanding and took up a solid eight hours a day. At night
            she studied, fighting for her ever elusive accounting degree. Someday she was going to run her own accounting firm and be
            badass too, just in a different way than Archer. She was going to be a stable, respectable badass—in great shoes. But in the
            meantime, she worked herself half into the grave just to keep her head above water.
         

         
         Problem was, school was expensive, very expensive. As was living in San Francisco. As were great shoes. Plus good jobs didn’t
            grow on trees. The one she’d had before this had turned out to be a nightmare. She felt lucky here, and although she was paid
            very decently, college was breaking her bank. To help fund herself, she took the occasional job with Archer when he needed
            a woman on a job. A distraction usually, but sometimes he prevailed on her other skills, skills she’d honed a lifetime ago.
         

         
         “It’s a challenging job,” he said, knowing exactly how to pique her interest, damn him. “Need an ID on a guy, and if it’s
            our man, we need a distraction while we . . . borrow his laptop, the one he never lets out of his sight.”
         

         
         Hmm. Definitely a challenge. “I don’t suppose he’s the type you could just walk up to and ask his name,” she said.

         
         His mouth curved in a small smile. “Let’s just say I’m not someone who would interest him.”

         
         “No? So who would?” she asked.

         
         “A hot blonde with legs for days in a short, tight dress.”

         
         Heat pooled in her belly and spread outward. Dammit.

         
         “One with the stickiest pickpocket fingers I’ve ever met,” he added.

         
         With a low laugh—dammit, was there anything sexier than a man who knew you to the bone?—she made it to the outer reception
            area. She’d just reached for the front door when it opened and she collided with someone.
         

         
         The man caught her, keeping her upright. “I’m so sorry. Are you alright?”

         
         “I’m fine,” she said. In his early thirties, he was about her height, medium build, and in a very nice suit. He also had a
            nice smile, a kind smile, and more than a little male interest in his expression.
         

         
         “Mike Penham,” he said, offering her a hand. “I’m a client of Archer’s.”

         
         “Elle Wheaton.” She smiled. “Not a client.”

         
         “Ah, a mysterious woman,” he said with a smile.

         
         “No, just a busy one.” She shot one last look at Archer—a mistake because his gaze was inscrutable and on her as always, and
            she felt her stupid heart do a stupid somersault in her chest as he came into the front room, moving with his usual liquid
            grace in spite of still being armed for a third-world skirmish.
         

         
         “Mike,” he said in greeting to the man who’d just arrived. “Come on back.” He looked at Elle. “Tonight then?”

         
         Since she’d never yet figured out how to say no to the hot bastard, she nodded. And for a single beat, the mask fell from
            his eyes and his golden green gaze warmed as he nodded back.
         

         
         And then she shut the door between them.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
         
         #AccidentallyOnPurpose

         

         
         “Damn, she’s smokin’ hot. Is she available?”

         
         Archer heard Mike’s question about Elle but he didn’t take his gaze off her as she walked her sweet ass out of his office.
            “No.”
         

         
         Mike slapped his hand dramatically to his own chest. “Right through the heart, man. You’ve cut me right through the heart.
            She’s got some serious fire, that one. Love that in a woman.”
         

         
         Yeah Elle had fire. She was like the sun. Get too close and you’d burn up . . . With a shake of his head at himself, Archer
            turned away, heading for his office.
         

         
         “No, but seriously,” Mike said, following along after him. “I’ve got a shot at her, right?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Mike laughed. The guy was a walking conglomerate and a solid client who brought in business, a lot of it in fact, but that
            didn’t mean Archer wanted him within fifty feet of Elle.
         

         
         Granted, the vulnerable, scared, isolated sixteen-year-old street rat he’d once saved when he’d been a twenty-two-year-old
            rookie cop was not a street rat anymore. Nor alone, scared, or vulnerable. She was outspoken and tough as nails.
         

         
         But she wasn’t available. Hell no.

         
         Not that she was his.

         
         He wanted her. And he wanted her bad too. But she’d worked her ass off to become the woman she was now. He knew he reminded
            her of bad times, and there was no way he’d risk setting her back or damaging her in any way. She’d been through enough without
            him muddying the waters. So they were friends.
         

         
         Or maybe the more accurate description was that they pretended to be friends.
         

         
         He entered his office and he gestured for Mike to have a seat. “Your message said you have a security problem.”

         
         “A big one,” Mike said. “I think our digital division’s got a leak.”

         
         “What makes you think so?”

         
         “We had two new high-tech communication products that no one else even had a bead on. We had a scheduled presentation to a
            very selective, confidential client—”
         

         
         “How selective?” Archer asked. “How confidential?”

         
         Mike rolled his lips inward. “Let’s just say very.”
         

         
         The US government, Archer figured, reading between the lines. “And let me guess, someone beat you to the punch.”

         
         “Our number one competitor,” Mike said grimly. “But there’s no way in hell that they beat us. Someone gave them the intel.
            From the inside.”
         

         
         “That’s ugly.”

         
         “Yes. And now I need to stop the leak. You in?”

         
         Archer nodded. “I’m in, but—”

         
         “I know, I know,” Mike said. “No guarantees, blah blah. I’ve heard the spiel, Hunt, but you’ve not failed me yet. Plus I’m
            going to pay you a whole helluva lot of money to make sure you don’t fail me this time either.”
         

         
         Archer gave him a short nod. “Consider it done.”

         
         When Mike left, Archer set some plans into motion to get that job up and running, and then he got to work going over the plan
            for the night’s distraction.
         

         
         They’d been hired by an insurance company. Some of their clients were up in arms, claiming that they’d paid for additional
            services that had never been received.
         

         
         It turned out that the insurance company didn’t even provide those services and had no records of receiving the premiums.

         
         Enter Hunt Investigations. Archer had dug in and found it all came down to one freelance insurance agent who’d quietly offered
            select—read: rich—clients some opportunities to upgrade. All that had been required were additional “premiums.” The agent had then pocketed
            those additional premiums—of course without upgrading the policies.
         

         
         With help from Archer’s resident computer specialist, Joe, they’d located the “agent,” a guy who had multiple aliases but
            was currently using the name Chuck Smithson. Some further research revealed that Chuck was a loner who trusted no one. He
            moved around between hotels and kept a cross-body messenger bag on him at all times, which most likely held his laptop and
            all his secrets. And since he lived in a state of paranoia and didn’t back up anywhere that they could hack into, they needed
            that laptop for evidence.
         

         
         During their research, they’d found that swindler Chuck had an additional habit—he enjoyed trolling Internet hookup sites.
            Archer had gotten an email earlier from Elle that she was in on the job, so they’d set up a profile for bait. Chuck had taken
            that bait hook, line, and sinker, and was in fact expecting to meet “Candy Cunningham” tonight for a drink.
         

         
         All Archer needed Elle to do was ID Chuck and then keep him busy while they took a look in the briefcase and copied his hard
            drive. The evidence wouldn’t be admissible in court but the insurance company didn’t want to take it that far and risk the
            public hearing about their humiliatingly heavy losses. They just wanted Hunt Investigations to confirm their suspicions before
            figuring out their next step.
         

         
         Archer texted his team and waited as they began to file back in, fresh from showers, various forms of caffeine in one hand,
            breakfast in the other.
         

         
         Max was head of the pack and since he’d been with his girlfriend, Rory, for two months now—a record for him—there was a definite
            pep to his step. He sat across the conference table from Archer with Carl, his Doberman, at his side. Carl was a huge asset
            to their team but at the moment all he had on his brain was the massive donut in his master’s hand.
         

         
         Max shoved a huge bite of said donut into his mouth. “All set for tonight, boss,” he said to Archer. “We’ve got entrances
            and exits covered and Finn’s going to have all eyes on deck for us.”
         

         
         Finn was the owner and bartender at O’Riley’s, the pub on the ground floor of the building where the distraction would take
            place. He also happened to be a close friend.
         

         
         Archer didn’t usually bring work so close to his home base but he never took chances when it came to Elle.

         
         Never.

         
         She was a great asset when he needed a distraction because she had a way of making a man forget he had a brain. He’d been
            a victim of this himself, more than once. Thing was, too many times to count she’d managed to get him information that had
            closed a case for him, info he couldn’t have gotten without bloodshed.
         

         
         She claimed to do these jobs because she loved the money. He knew that wasn’t strictly true. She did love money, in the way
            that only someone who’d grown up without any could. But he knew that wasn’t why she did it. Nope, she worked for him when
            he asked because she thought she owed him.
         

         
         But the truth was, he owed her.

         
         The rest of the guys got comfortable. Joe, who besides being his IT guy was also his right-hand man. Then there was Lucas,
            Trev, and Reyes. Their conference room was big, but so were they and the room seemed to shrink in their presence.
         

         
         “Why do you smell like maple and bacon?” Joe asked Max.

         
         “Because I’m eating a maple and bacon donut,” Max said.

         
         “No shit?”

         
         “No shit.”

         
         Joe’s stomach growled loud enough to echo off the walls.

         
         Max blew out a sigh and tossed him a white paper bag. “You gotta share with Carl though—I promised him some.”

         
         Carl gave one sharp bark in agreement.

         
         The rest of the guys protested, loudly.

         
         “I want it.”

         
         “Shit, man, I’ll even pay for it.”

         
         But Joe held tight to the bag, fighting the others off. When he was in the clear, he pulled out the donut, broke off a corner,
            and tossed it to Carl, who caught it in midair with an audible snap of his huge jaws.
         

         
         “Dude,” Max chided his dog, “you didn’t even taste that.”

         
         Carl licked his massive chops but didn’t take his eyes off Joe, his new BFF.

         
         Joe bit into the rest of the donut. Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back and moaned.

         
         “Maybe you need a moment alone with that thing,” Archer said dryly.

         
         “Yes. Jesus.”
         

         
         “Right?” Max said with a smile. “I wanna marry this donut and have its babies.”

         
         This started an explicit, filthy conversation that had everyone laughing until Archer opened his laptop. Immediately all conversation
            and amusement faded away.
         

         
         Time to get to work.

         
          

         Thirty minutes before the night’s gig, Archer heard the outer door to his offices open and close and then soft voices.

         
         His receptionist, Mollie, greeting someone.

         
         A few seconds later he heard the soft click, click, click of heels heading his way.
         

         
         Mollie wore heels. So did some of his clients. But he knew the sound of these. Even if there hadn’t been attitude in every
            single step he would’ve recognized Elle’s smooth, confident stride anywhere.
         

         
         And if that didn’t clue him in, the fact that his dick stirred was a dead giveaway.

         
         A text from Mollie came through announcing Elle’s arrival just as the woman herself knocked once on his door. She leaned against
            the wood, saying nothing.
         

         
         She looked . . . heart-stopping. That was the thing about Elle, she was always one hundred percent put together. He’d had
            plenty of women in his life. He knew the effort that they put in and the mind-boggling time they took, so he had no idea how
            Elle did it day in and day out. But whether on the job or in her personal life, it didn’t matter, she dressed like a million
            bucks and she never had so much as a single strand of her shoulder length blonde hair out of place. In fact, there’d only
            been one time in the eleven years he’d known her when she hadn’t been on her game and she sure as hell wouldn’t thank him
            for the reminder of that long ago, fateful night.
         

         
         Earlier this morning she’d been in a power-red suit dress that had screamed success, even at the crack of dawn. She’d changed
            into a killer little black dress, emphasis on little. Her heels defied gravity with sexy little straps around her ankles and bows at the back, and her expression said she ate
            men for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
         

         
         She did a slow twirl and he stopped breathing as he slowly rose from his chair. “Holy shit, Elle.”

         
         “I wasn’t going for holy shit. I was going for sophisticated sexy.”

         
         “Copy that,” he said. “But you’re also one hundred percent holy shit. You’re also a walking heart attack and aneurism—an all-in-one
            special.”
         

         
         “Good. I was worried that maybe I look a little bit too much like I belong on Post Street.”

         
         He looked her over again, enjoying the view way too much. “Post Street’s looking good.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “You should check out the corner of Post and Kiss My Ass.”
         

         
         He grinned and strolled over to her. She smelled like a million bucks, making him want to press his face into her hair, or
            better yet her neck so he could inhale her like she was his own maple and bacon donut. Instead, he handed her an earpiece.
            “Comms. We’ll all be connected. There’ll be constant eyes on you too. The guys are already in place. Our mark isn’t known
            to be dangerous or armed but—”
         

         
         “You’re not taking any chances with me yadda yadda,” she said impatiently, taking the earpiece. “I’ve heard the spiel before.
            I’m not a special snowflake, Archer. If I was, I wouldn’t be here—you wouldn’t allow it.”
         

         
         All true. But he could no more curb his insane need to keep her protected and safe than he could stop breathing. It’d always
            been like that for him with her.
         

         
         She put in the earpiece and give him a little nod.

         
         “Okay,” he said. “So—”

         
         “I’ve read the file you emailed me,” she interrupted. “I’m going in as Candy Cunningham, the girl Chuck swiped for and thinks
            is tonight’s hookup. I’m to get in, ID him, hold his attention until you guys do your thing with the laptop that’s hopefully
            in his briefcase, and then get out.”
         

         
         “And get out fast, Elle. I don’t want him to know you’re—”

         
         “Not Candy,” she said. “I think I know what I’m doing by now. You ready to do this or do you need to freshen up your lipstick?”

         
         Since she was now wired for sound and so was Archer, he heard the snickers and snorts from his men in his ear. He didn’t bother
            to respond. He could and did demand their respect. But he was under no such illusions when it came to controlling Elle.
         

         
         They took the elevator in silence. Elle stared at the doors. Archer stared at Elle. He had no idea how the dress was containing
            her full breasts with that low, plunging vee. Every move she made, they strained to escape.
         

         
         What felt like a year later, the elevator doors finally opened. He caught Elle’s hand and waited until she met his gaze. “You’ve
            got fifteen minutes to gain his attention or walk out,” he said. “After that we go to Plan B.”
         

         
         “Which is?”

         
         “A plan that doesn’t involve you.”

         
         “In that dress, she’s only going to need one minute,” Joe said in Archer’s ear from his vantage point in the courtyard.

         
         “I’d put money down on fifteen seconds,” Reyes said.

         
         “Shut it,” Archer said.

         
         Radio silence followed this directive.

         
         Elle snorted and walked off, her heels clicking over the cobblestones as she passed the fountain in the center of the courtyard
            and entered the pub.
         

         
         Archer took a moment to shake it off—around her he had to do that a helluva lot—and followed. He was going in as a patron
            and would be guarding her sexy ass.
         

         
         O’Riley’s was one-half bar, one-half seated dining. The walls were dark wood that gave an old-world feel to the place. Brass
            lanterns hung from the rafters and rustic baseboards finished the look that said sit your tired ass down, order good food and spirits, and be merry.
         

         
         Catching sight of Elle heading toward the bar wasn’t difficult, people parted like the Red Sea for her, making room. She settled
            herself on a barstool right next to Chuck Smithson and nodded to the bartender.
         

         
         Finn.

         
         “Nonalcoholic,” Archer murmured.

         
         Finn, also wired, nodded even though they’d already gone through all this. On the job there was never any alcohol allowed.

         
         Elle waited for her drink and then took a sip, all without looking at their guy.

         
         Chuck sat on the stool next to her. He was five foot four, wiry, and with his wrinkled academic-looking clothes and thick
            black-rimmed glasses he was either a hipster wannabe or making a play for imitating a slightly grown-up Harry Potter. His
            feet didn’t touch the floor, instead they were hooked into a rung of the barstool, his messenger bag settled between his boots.
            He’d swiveled to watch, actually stare, at Elle, and when she slowly turned as if eyeing the room, he straightened, pushed
            his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose and sent her a hopeful smile.
         

         
         She gave him one in return, a sugary sweet smile that Archer sure as hell had never seen aimed his way before and which had
            Chuck nearly falling off his stool.
         

         
         “Man, she’s something,” Joe whispered in their ears.

         
         “You’re drooling,” Max said.

         
         “We’re all drooling,” Lucas said. “She’s a walking boner.”

         
         “Silence,” Archer ordered quietly and they all shut the hell up.

         
         Still looking sweet and somehow demure despite the sexy-as-hell getup, Elle leaned into Chuck. Archer watched closely, fascinated
            because he knew she could pick a pocket in a few seconds flat right in front of his eyes and he wouldn’t even see it.
         

         
         “Chuck?” Elle whispered.

         
         Her pic had been on her bio but the guy swallowed hard and nodded, his eyes lit like he’d just discovered it was Christmas
            morning. “Candy?”
         

         
         Elle bit her lower lip, managing to look a little shy. “Would you mind showing me your ID?” she asked. “You wouldn’t believe
            the number of creepers I have to weed through.”
         

         
         “I bet,” Chuck said sympathetically. “It’s because you’re so beautiful.”

         
         This guy was eating out of the palm of her hand. She wasn’t even going to have to use her skills. Archer found himself smiling
            at her cleverness and shaking his head in awe. He loved watching her in action, which he didn’t get to see often.
         

         
         She hadn’t made a secret of the fact that she didn’t like him all that much. Not that he blamed her. She associated him with
            a very bad part of her past, plus he knew she thought he was too bossy and a control freak—both of which happened to be true.
         

         
         But it took one to know one.

         
         Chuck hopped off his stool and pulled a wallet from his back pocket.

         
         Elle, smart enough to kick off her high heels to cut her own height down before standing up too, gathered her shoes by the
            strap, hanging them off a finger. She then leaned into Chuck to look at his ID, letting her hair fall into his face and, Archer
            was pretty sure, also letting her breast brush against the guy’s arm.
         

         
         Chuck swallowed hard, blinking when Elle lifted her beaming face to his. “Nice to meet you, Chuck Smithson,” she said.

         
         “ID confirmation,” Max said into his comms from where he sat at the bar two spots over, appearing to be lost in the basketball
            game on the TV behind the bar. “I’m in place to move in.”
         

         
         Now all Elle had to do was keep Chuck distracted from his messenger bag while he did.

         
         “Can we dance?” Elle asked, shy. Timid.

         
         Archer didn’t have a type when it came to women. He liked them in all shapes and sizes and in a wide variety of personalities.
            But shy and timid had never done much for him.
         

         
         Until right that minute. Even knowing it was a damn act, knowing that Elle didn’t have a shy or timid bone in her body, he
            wanted to go over there, haul her in tight, and comfort her. It was such a shocking urge he nearly missed what came next.
         

         
         “Uh.” Chuck blinked up at Elle, still several inches shorter than she. “I’m not much of a dancer—”

         
         “Oh, no worries,” she said sweetly, “everyone’s got a dancer deep inside him.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Please?” she asked softly, batting those baby blues.

         
         Chuck downed his drink. “For liquid courage,” he said, gesturing to Finn for another.

         
         “Make it a double,” Archer instructed Finn.

         
         “I’ll lead,” Elle promised Chuck as he tossed back the second drink. Winding an arm in one of his, she pulled him away from
            the bar.
         

         
         “But my stuff . . .” Twisting back, he eyed his messenger bag on the floor.

         
         “It’s safe here.” Elle looked at Finn behind the bar. “Right?”

         
         “Absolutely,” Finn said.

         
         “But—”

         
         But nothing. The poor dumb fucker never knew what hit him. As Elle led him by the balls to the dance floor, keeping Chuck’s
            back to the bar, Joe moved in, smoothly grabbed the briefcase, and vanished.
         

         
         On the small, crowded dance floor, Elle began to move, shimmying that body of hers, dazzling Chuck—and every other man in
            the place—into an openmouthed stupor.
         

         
         Not Archer. No, he was in heart failure because if she wasn’t careful she was going to come right out of that dress. “Joe,
            report,” he said, rubbing his left eye, which had started to twitch.
         

         
         “We’re an inch from a nipple-gate situation,” Max said in a reverent, hopeful whisper.

         
         Archer made a mental note to kill him later. “Joe.”

         
         “Need three more minutes.”

         
         Shit. The seconds crawled by, while on the dance floor Chuck had moved up against Elle and was grinning ear to ear as he tried
            to keep up with her.
         

         
         As if anyone could.

         
         “Done,” Joe finally said, and Archer breathed for the first time in the longest three minutes of his life.

         
         “Copied the hard drive,” Joe said, and then in the next beat Archer watched as he smoothly replaced the messenger bag beneath
            Chuck’s barstool.
         

         
         Not two seconds later Chuck turned from the dance floor, his gaze seeking and finding his messenger bag, still under his barstool.

         
         “All done, boss,” Joe said. “Oh and the guy’s got a handful of different IDs on him as well as the laptop. Scanned everything.”

         
         Score. “Elle,” Archer said. “Make your exit.”

         
         The music was loud, so was the pub. People were having a great time. And apparently Chuck was one of them because his liquid
            courage had clearly kicked in. Some confidence too because he kept trying to get his hands all over Elle as they moved together
            to the beat.
         

         
         “You’re so pretty!” Chuck yelled up to Elle’s face.

         
         She smiled.

         
         “No, I mean like . . . porn pretty!” He was still yelling. “I’m kind of a connoisseur, so I’d know! Have you ever thought
            about it? You’d make millions!” He grinned. “Usually when I get drunk, I talk loud, like really loud! But I’m not doing that now because you don’t even look scared!”
         

         
         “You ever miss being a cop in moments like this?” Max asked conversationally in Archer’s ear. “Cuz then you could go arrest
            that fucker.”
         

         
         No, Archer didn’t miss being a cop. As for what he did miss from that old life—his dad for one, no matter how hard-assed the guy had been—he’d shoved it deep and moved on. The
            real question was why the hell was Elle still dancing? He’d given her orders to move out. Making his way through the crowd, he hit the dance floor and tapped Chuck on the shoulder.
         

         
         The guy turned and looked up, up, up into Archer’s face. “Erm—” he squeaked out. With a gulp, he relinquished his hold on
            Elle like she was a hot potato and scampered off like a rat into the night. After stopping for his messenger bag, of course.
         

         
         Elle bent to slip back into her heels.

         
         Apparently she needed the armor with Archer. Slipping an arm around her waist to give her the support she needed to buckle
            herself into the FMPs, he waited until she straightened then said, “What the fuck was that?”
         

         
         “Me doing my job,” she said in a duh voice.
         

         
         “Since when is dirty dancing with a felon your job?”

         
         She narrowed her fierce eyes. “You told me to get close to him. You told me to ID him and then keep him distracted, whatever
            it takes.”
         

         
         “Okay, no,” he said. “I absolutely did not say whatever it takes.”
         

         
         She glared up at him.

         
         “What?” he asked.
         

         
         “Nothing.” Her voice was ice.

         
         “Oh boy,” Joe muttered in Archer’s ear. “When a woman says ‘nothing’ in that tone, it most definitely means something and
            you should be wearing a cup to finish that conversation. Just sayin’.”
         

         
         Archer put a finger to his eye before it twitched right out of his head. “I told you to make your exit,” he said to Elle with
            what he thought was remarkable calm while ignoring Joe, who was a dead man walking anyway. “When I tell you something, Elle,
            I expect you to listen.”
         

         
         He heard a collective sucking in of air through his comms and ignored that too.

         
         “Wow,” Elle finally said.

         
         “Okay,” Max piped up. “I have a girlfriend now so I know this one. When Rory says ‘wow’ like that, it’s not a compliment.
            It means she’s thinking long and hard on how and when I’ll pay for my stupidity.”
         

         
         “Agreed,” Joe said. “She’s simply expressing amazement that a man can be such an idiot. Abort mission, boss. I repeat. Abort. Mission.”
         

         
         Shit. Archer ripped out his earpiece and then did the same to Elle’s, stuffing both in his pocket.

         
         She shrugged and walked away, leaving him on the dance floor. Watching her go, an odd feeling cranked over in his chest. Irritation,
            he decided. Frustration. The woman got to him like no one else.
         

         
         And yet he’d kept tabs on her, watching her back. He couldn’t explain why, but apparently old habits died hard.

         
         Did she ever think about that night? She’d never made a single reference to it, not once. And he’d never brought it up, not
            wanting to bring her back to a bad place.
         

         
         When he walked off the dance floor and headed toward the bar, she was there, right there, picking up the wrap she’d left.
            Something fell from it and hit the floor.
         

         
         They both crouched low at the same time but Archer beat her to it. When he realized what he held, he lifted his head and stared
            at her in shock.
         

         
         It was the small pocket knife he’d given her all those years ago.

         
         Which meant she did think about that night.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
         
         #TrainWreck

         

         
         Elle made a move to snatch the knife from Archer’s fingers but the bastard held firm. She started a tug-of-war with him before
            remembering that she no longer let anyone see her sweat and forced herself to go still.
         

         
         Not that Archer let go. “You still have it,” he said, a whisper of surprise in his voice.

         
         The equivalent of a full-on double take from the man who was all but impossible to shock.

         
         And yes, of course she still had the knife. Did he really think she wouldn’t? She didn’t blush very often but she felt heat
            rush to her face now. Regret, partly.
         

         
         Mostly full-blown mortification.

         
         She’d very carefully taught herself to be strong and confident and to never look back.

         
         Ever.

         
         Sentimentality didn’t have a place in her life. Or so she told herself. So why then had she been carrying the small pocket
            knife Archer had given her the night he’d saved her all those years ago? Especially since the thought of how she’d tried to
            repay him—and God, the humility of how she’d actually offered him the only thing she’d had, that being her body, which he’d
            turned down flat—still made her face flame. The worst part had been when he’d vanished like it’d been nothing to him, when
            to her it’d been everything.
         

         
         She might not know why he’d done what he had but she still wasn’t leaving here without that knife. It was a badge. A reminder
            of who she’d been and who she was now.
         

         
         Neither of them had moved. Around them the night life in the pub went on. Laughter, conversations, more dancing . . . all
            oblivious to this tight, little cocoon of just the two of them crouched in front of the bar. They might as well have been
            completely alone for all the attention anyone paid them.
         

         
         Balanced with apparent ease on the balls of his feet, Archer leaned in even closer if that was possible, close enough that
            his knees touched hers. Close enough that she could see every single gold spec in his hazel eyes. Every single black-as-ink
            eyelash framing those eyes. He was hours past a five o’clock shadow and a muscle ticked in his square jaw.
         

         
         A rare tell from a man who could be a stone when he wanted.

         
         The rest of him was as big and bad and intimidating as ever. His large body blocked out everything behind him and although
            he could be terrifyingly scary when he wanted to be, he never was with her. With her he was careful. Cautious.
         

         
         Distant.

         
         And she hated that most of all.

         
         This time when she tried to tug the knife from his long fingers, he let her. Rising, she stared down at him. “We done here?”

         
         He rose to his feet too. And just looked at her.

         
         “Well?” she asked.

         
         “We’re never done,” he said.

         
         No kidding. But since she had no witty retort for him, she turned on her heel and headed for the doors. She pushed out into
            the blissfully cool night and strode across the courtyard, which was lit with strings of tiny, beautiful white lights threaded
            across the shops and small trees that lined the way. San Francisco in February could be just about anything: icy, wet, powder
            dry, even warm . . . Tonight the sky was a blanket of black velvet, scattered with diamonds. The air was cold and crisp, and
            it showed in the white puffy clouds she exhaled, hoping for some inner calm.
         

         
         It didn’t come.

         
         She strode to the fountain in the center of the courtyard and stopped to take a minute. And actually, she probably needed
            more than one.
         

         
         In her life she’d very carefully and purposely gone after the things she’d missed out on in her childhood and she’d gone after
            those things hard. She was carefully put together, tough to the core, and, she liked to think, loyal to a fault. And the fact
            was, she felt incredibly loyal to Archer. After all, he’d gotten her out of a bad situation and she was grateful to him for
            that. He’d changed the course of her life. But she could admit to herself that deep down she was also a little pissy that
            he’d never seemed to want more from her. Not that this was a surprise, not when she’d cost him so much. Such as his first
            career.
         

         
         And his family . . .

         
         The water in the fountain fell in soft streams into the copper base, which was lined with coins. The thing had been standing
            here for fifty years longer than the 1928 building around it, dating back to the days when there’d actually been cows in Cow
            Hollow. The myth went that if you made a wish with a true heart, true love would find you.
         

         
         God forbid, Elle thought with a shudder.

         
         But it’d worked enough times over the past century that people believed the legend. And in fact, two of her good friends had
            found love thanks to this very fountain.
         

         
         As far as Elle was concerned, only a damn fool would make a wish for love. Love brought nothing but complicated problems and
            she could do without more complications or problems, thank you very much.
         

         
         “Aren’t you going to toss some money in and wish for true love to find you?” came a raspy voice. “That’s what everyone else
            does.”
         

         
         It was Old Man Eddie, who lived in the alley. By choice, mind you. Several of the building regulars, including herself, had
            tried to help him more than once, but Eddie said he lived an alternative lifestyle and he wanted to be left alone to do it.
         

         
         He flashed a smile that went with his shock of white Christopher Lloyd-circa-Back-to-the-Future hair, board shorts, rain boots, and a Cal Berkeley sweatshirt that
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