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  CHAPTER ONE - HARPER


Harper’s heart pounded so hard against her chest that she heard its roar in her ears, even above the chatter of a hundred other dancers. She took a deep breath, trying to clear her mind, but only inhaled the heavy scents of baby powder and hairspray. She couldn’t believe she was going through with it.  
She had waited in line for four hours, all the while telling herself that this was a terrible idea. And on the walk over to the theatre this morning, while feeling eyes on the back of her neck, convinced someone was following her, she nearly ran for the safety of her office. Here she was, despite this being a terrible idea. Dancing had been absent from her life long enough. Oh, she had her adult ballet classes, and she kept in shape with her CrossFit training sessions, but it wasn’t the same as being on stage. The anticipation made her palms sweat.
Her feet were on the stage floor, and she stood straight and tall as the director marched on stage and welcomed them to the audition for Canada’s Best Dancer. He split them up into groups. She ended up being in group “C,” Then the choreographer came on the stage and showed them the first routine. 
Committing the routine to memory was the simple part. Getting her body to execute the steps with some artistry was the challenge because it wasn’t in a studio where she spent her days but in an office, following her boss from floor to floor, making sure everyone had what they needed from Team Tech needing special wristbands to Team Stealth having the newest non-military Kevlar coated tactical pants that they could get their hands on, the cost not being an issue. She was good at her job, but it wasn’t where she’d thought she would end up. 
She had thought she would be like these other dancers here, maybe with an international company, maybe even as a principal dancer or touring in a stage production as part of the chorus. Dancing on stage was all she dreamed about, following in her mother’s footsteps.
After they tried out the routine, they cleared the stage for the first dancers to take their turn. 
Pushing down the rise of emotion, Harper waited in the wings with the rest of her group. Her work was interesting and challenging and made her happy mostly, but it wasn’t what she was born to do. Life had come in like a wicked tsunami, wrecking everything she held dear. 
But she was here now, and she threw her shoulders back, kept her head up, and glided onto the stage with her group. There were a thousand reasons she shouldn’t be here, like the TV cameras that panned the room for their promo shots. But when the music started, Harper didn’t care. Losing herself in the steps of the contemporary routine, her body knew what to do even out of practice.
Before the tsunami of destruction, dancing had made her feel free, a moving part in something boundless, and for the sixty seconds of this first routine, that feeling infused her limbs again. 
The music stopped, and the director walked down the rows. “Cut,” he said to the girl next to Harper, then “Cut” to the girl on the other side of her. As he passed, Harper exhaled. She was still in this. 
“Wave at the camera for me,” Came the instruction as Harper took her place in the wings again. 
Ignoring the churning in her stomach, Harper flashed a grin. 
“How does it feel to get through that first routine?” the woman behind the lens asked. 
“It feels amazing! I’m so thrilled.” Harper offered the woman a smile, twirling on the spot. 
“Thanks,” the camera moved on. 
Three hours later, she was packing up her dance bag in disbelief. She had made it through to the solo round and gotten to perform her routine. Now she waited for a callback. 
Other than feeling slightly guilty about lying to the production people by ensuring them she would be available for interviews, she felt great. For the first time in years, she had accomplished something all on her own. 
Coming out of the changing room, Harper smoothed down her sunflower-covered pencil skirt and tucked in her black high collar blouse. Refreshing her lipstick, she pulled her long mahogany hair into a ponytail and exited the theatre into the grey, drizzling November afternoon, turning on her phone as she walked. 
Immediately, her phone started buzzing. She was never offline, certainly not for most of the day, and she knew her assistant Claudia could only cover for her for so long without questions. She sped up, work was only a few blocks away, and it was easier to walk there than hail a cab. 
Her skin started tingling. She checked the windows of the buildings she passed by, using them as a mirror to glance about her, reassuring herself that nobody was following her. It was all in her head. Years of looking over her shoulder made her paranoid.
Crossing the street, Harper looked over her shoulder, but it was only other people in the crowd going on with their day. 
Reaching the street where Axis Management stood proudly, like a contemporary modern art piece, all in black glass and sleek materials, Harper slowed down. 
“Harper! Harper!” 
Harper turned at the familiar voice. “Josie, hi.” 
“You walk so fast! Where were you coming from?” Josie stopped, leaning on her crutch. 
“I had an appointment,” Harper said. “What brings you by?” 
“I was hoping to catch Ares, but there is no way into the building. I tried calling him but couldn’t get through.” 
“They prefer it that way,” Harper said with a smile. “Ares should be on a plane flying home. Do you want to come up with me?” 
“No, if he’s not in, there’s no point. It’s just….” Josie looked away, running her hands through her short black hair. “One business he sent my way cancelled their contract with us, and I wanted to know if he knew why.” 
“Sorry to hear that,” Harper said. Josie was sweet as her catering company's pies, and Harper knew it was uncomfortable for her to ask for help. 
“Just so I can improve, if something was wrong, I don’t want him to fix this,” Josie said. “I can get my own business.” 
“Your food speaks for itself,” Harper said.
“Thanks,” Josie said, glancing down. “I’ll get in touch with Ares later in the week. You should come over for dinner. My mom would love to see you.” 
“I will, definitely,” Harper said. Josie and her mother, Fleur, were two of only a small circle of people who knew about her personal tsunami. 
“Take care,” Josie called.
Continuing to the door of the shiny metallic glass building, Harper stopped by the seamless entrance and punched in the code to activate the retina scanner. When the lock flashed green, and the doors opened, she walked into Axis Management's smooth terrazzo main floor, the security firm that did everything from bodyguarding to government contracts and more. The main floor was empty, the curved front desk clear. She passed the conference room before stepping into the elevator and riding up to the executive floor.
“Hello,” she said to their receptionist, Viv. 
Viv raised her eyebrows at her and pointed down the hall. 
Yeah, they’d be looking for her. Harper glanced at her watch. 
“Harper!” 
Halfway to the office, Claudia flew towards her. “You need to check your messages. Ares’s plane is delayed, and there’s that fundraiser tonight. My sister thinks the baby is coming but I can stay if you want.” 
“Go! Keep me updated!”
“Thanks!” Claudia smiled and waved.
Harper sighed. She did not need this after the rehearsal; she wanted to go home, curl up with a book and tune out the world. 
Entering the executive wing, she smiled. Her desk sat outside her boss’s office. His door was closed. Putting her bag away, she sighed. He was going to need a suit. 
She waved bye to Viv, who was shutting down her system and walked down the hall, hitting the elevator’s up button while rearranging the schedule for tomorrow in her head. When the elevator opened, she strode to apartment number one, the biometric lock opening to her touch. This was a ridiculous hassle.  
“Totally unnecessary,” Harper grumbled under her breath. From the closet, she took out a suit and folded it over her arm. She made a couple of quick phone calls and returned to the executive wing. Passing her desk, she paused at the door.
But interrupting came with the territory of being the executive assistant to Xander Montague, billionaire and genius extraordinaire. She knocked once. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. If he didn’t get a move on, they would be late. He hated being late almost as much as he hated wearing a suit, so she did the whole swipe her hand over the lock thing again.
When the door whisked open, she wished she hadn’t interrupted. 
“Hey,” she said, leaning against the door like it was no big deal she had walked in on her boss getting a blow job at five-thirty in the afternoon.
There he sat on the black leather couch in the lounge area with his head resting back, his curtain of dark hair flowing along his arm, his hand guiding the woman’s head, while Harper acted like she was just passing through to drop off a file or wake him from a nap. Like it didn’t make her heart twist in a pang of jealousy because she wished it was her between his strong, muscular legs. 
Xander’s eyes flew open, and the brunette woman between his legs startled. Xander swore, and his hands came around the back of the woman’s neck, pulling her off.
“Sorry, Cindy, I’ll make it up to you.” 
“You could tell her to go.” Cindy pouted. 
“I have business,” Xander said, his voice firm. He had already thrown on his boxers, guided Cindy up from the floor, and smoothed down her dress. 
“Bitch,” Cindy murmured to Harper as she walked past her.
Harper flashed her a smile as wide as her lips could stretch. It didn’t matter how many women came, they went, and she stayed. 
“Cindy.” That tone made Harper feel small. He never used that deep baritone voice on her like that, though she wished he did. His tone of dominance sent a thrill down her spine. 
He grabbed Cindy’s arm and raised an eyebrow at her.
“Sorry,” Cindy mumbled, looking at the ground. 
“I’ll call you,” Xander said. 
As Cindy exited the office, the doors swished closed, and Harper adjusted the suit bag in her hands.
“No! Not the suit!” Xander said, with a hand across his face, as if he was a vampire, and the suit bag Harper had draped over her arm was the blazing sun.
Harper sighed. He refused to keep suits in his office, so she had to keep them stashed in a closet up in the apartments Axis Management had above their offices, and they went through this routine whenever she had to get him one. “You know I wouldn’t bring it if it weren’t for a good reason.”
“Nope, I didn’t see it. I’m sure I have a meeting somewhere.”
Harper shook her head and watched as Xander tapped his keyboard and frowned. 
“You locked me out of the system!”
“You gave me executive privileges for this reason. Go shower. The car will be here in half an hour.”
“I’m expecting Erik, and there is that meeting with the Martin Group. I have to go paint a wall or fix a fence.”
“No way out of this one. I told Erik you weren’t available tonight. He’s going to see you at one tomorrow. Ares is Zooming with the Martin Group from the hotel.” She put the suit in Xander’s hands. “And Mr. Montague, you have never fixed a fence or painted a wall.”
“Are you so sure?” his voice purred.
Harper smiled. This was the side of her otherwise serious and dour boss that few people got to see. 
“Positive.”
He had created a popular scheduling app that had made him his first million. He designed a sleeker better satellite phone for military operations that earned him another million and other things, but Xander didn’t own a hammer. 
“Is there no way he can get here?” Xander pulled back his hair into an elastic band. His rock band T-shirt hit the floor in another second, revealing his tight abs and broad shoulders. 
“Ares doesn’t like you doing these things, either,” Harper said. She turned away as Xander’s hands went to his waistband and walked down the corridor with the muted, dove grey walls to her inner space.
When they had been going over plans for this building, Xander had insisted she had a space of her own, and Harper disagreed. She followed Xander wherever he went during the day, and when he was in his office on this floor, she was at her desk, just outside. A wholly separate space for her wasn’t necessary, but she loved it after having this retreat for a few months. 
She’d had this office done in what she thought of as an “ocean light” theme. The walls were light blue, the curtains in soft pink and framed photos of beaches were scattered around the room. A standing desk and a comfy chaise that doubled as her bed when she worked through the night were the only pieces of furniture in the room. She pulled out a red sparkly gown from the closet next to her bathroom and kicked off her flats, replacing them with heels. She hung the dress on the bathroom door and started her make-up. 
“Are you sure he can’t get here? We can’t send the plane?” Xander appeared in her bathroom doorway with a towel wrapped around his waist. 
Harper met Xander’s steel eyes in the mirror. The press called him the “Prince of Darkness of the Business World,” and with his pale skin, powerful features, and that long black hair, it was a title he nurtured.
“It’s a security threat, so the whole airport is closed. He had to do some sweet talking to leave the airport and go to the hotel. He’ll be on the first flight out as soon as they have cleared the threat.”
While Xander was the Prince of Darkness of the Business world, Ares, his brother and co-CEO, was known as the Archangel, having a reputation for never saying no to a request for a donation or a photo op, never refusing an invitation to a charity function.  
“Not this one,” Xander said, taking the gown from her and walking out of the room with it in his arms. 
As she finished making up her eyes, Harper smiled, being used to Xander’s whims. He had a reason for everything he did. 
“Wear this tonight.” Xander held up a light purple A-line gown. As he dangled it in his hand, Harper saw it was asymmetrical. The front of the skirt would be slightly shorter than the back. 
“It’s lovely,” she said. 
Opening a drawer, she selected a pair of earrings and went to put her hair up. 
“I saw it and thought of you.”
As their eyes met in the mirror, Harper’s pulse raced. He continuously surprised her. 
“Are you sure there is no way out of this? They don’t even feed you at these things.” 
“Axis Management gave ten thousand dollars to the Firefighters’ Foundation. This dinner is to thank their top donors.” 
“And ask for more money,” Xander grumbled.
“Naturally. We’ll get through it, and then you can play Zombies till dawn.” 
“Outriders,” Xander mumbled.
“Go get dressed,” Harper closed the door on him. 
“Top donor? That means I need to give a speech?!” 
“There’s a full bottle of Xanax in the top drawer of your dresser, in the closet.” 
“Meet you outside in five.”
Harper finished her hair and slipped on the gown, running a checklist in her head of everyone she knew who would be there, trying to prepare for the evening, including a plan to get Xander out of there as quickly as possible. 
Many competitors and journalists would love to know that Xander Montague, the mighty Prince of Darkness of the Business World, had a severe anxiety disorder. Harper did everything in her power to keep that contained only to people whose fingerprints could open these rooms. Xander was her rescuer and her protector. She owed him a lot. Keeping his secrets was an easy ask. 
Before leaving her suite, she admired how the dress fit in the mirror. Xander always chose right. The dusky purple brought out the olive tone in her skin, highlighting her green eyes. The bodice hugged her breasts snuggly. The longest part of the skirt hit just below her calves, showing off her long legs. She touched the x pendant at her throat. It was another mark of Xander’s protection he had given her. This x served as a broadcast in certain settings to talk to her; one had to speak to Xander first. And while only those in the BDSM scene might know what a protection collar meant, it was her touchstone, another way of reassuring herself that she was safe.
She shut off the lights and through the doors to the central executive area.  Before she left, she stopped by Claudia’s desk, leaving her a few notes for her meeting with Team Tech and telling her she would be in around eight o’clock the following day in case Claudia’s sister’s baby didn’t come tonight.
At the side door of the building, she found the co-CEO of Axis Management, as most of the world knew him to be, pacing back and forth and speaking rapid French into his phone. His raven hair was in its trademark braid, hitting the centre of his back. He had a pair of sunglasses on. He was decked out in a black, light wool suit with a faint but present red pinstripe. Underneath the suit jacket, he wore a high collar black shirt. His black boots shone to a high gloss. His expression was stoic, with no signs of the humour and playfulness that, in private, she knew well. A few feet away from him was the bodyguards for the evening, Asher and Soren; the job was to keep the press away from Xander.
As Harper came beside him, she heard him utter a curse involving a holy sacrament that never translated the same to English. He slipped his phone into his inner suit jacket pocket and stared ahead.
“That good?” Harper asked.
Xander looked at her. Harper stared back, unflinching. “Benoit thinks he has what I want, but he won’t give it to me yet.” Harper couldn’t help but gasp. Xander had been working with their technology competitor for months, searching for information that would lead to figuring out who was responsible for an attack on Team Stealth back in June. 
“What does he want?” 
“He wants access to the information we might have on upcoming government contracts. I’m not good at sharing.”
Harper kept her expression neutral, but her mouth went dry, and her heart thudded hard against her ribs.
“We know that.”
She often wondered if he could share if he would. But Xander was a person-to-person type of guy. He kept his inner circle tiny, his outer circle small. Axis Management might be worth billions, but they were a small operation run on threads of loyalty. 
“I don’t have anyone I can send to him to soothe his feelings.”
Xander paced for a moment. Harper waited with her phone out. 
“Laurent. Get him in my office first thing tomorrow. He’s also the least scary person we have to send.” 
As the limo pulled up, Carli, their driver, opened the door, and the two bodyguards got into their vehicle, going on ahead. Xander often had a team of their bodyguards follow them to any public appearance he made. Harper settled into the seat while leaving a message for Nick Laurent, a member of Team Stealth, or as the team was better known, Bandit Brothers. Xander slipped in beside her and looked at the ceiling. 
“I hate these things.” 
“It will be over before you know it.”
“You’re gorgeous in that dress.” 
Harper smoothed out the skirt of her gown as she looked down. “Thanks.”
Xander wasn’t the only one who wanted the evening to be over. It was getting harder to hide how she felt about Xander. Harper knew he still thought of her as the not quite legal enough to drink girl she’d been when he rescued her. 
“Here we go,” she said as the limo pulled up at the hotel. There was a swarm of press and a crowd out front, shoulder to shoulder people.
“Fuck me,” Xander said. 
As he offered her hand, Harper’s pulse raced when she caught sight of a big man, who stood head and shoulders over the rest with his spikey blond hair.
“Logan Marrock,” she breathed. 
“I’ll have someone besides you to talk to,” Xander said, and he almost smiled.
“Perfect,” she said, but her stomach had tightened, wondering how she would get through the night with these two men. One who she wished would love her back, even as she couldn’t stop thinking about the other.






  
  CHAPTER TWO - LOGAN


Not for all the world would he admit it, but Logan Marrock didn’t mind these shindigs. It amused him to put on the tux, shake people’s hands, and watch as they tried to compensate because he stood head and shoulders above them all. He found some men did this by touching him a lot with slaps on the back or putting more strength than necessary into the handshake. Logan smiled and went through the motions, then laughed about it the next morning while he bench pressed 250lbs. He liked being in crowds. Even better, he enjoyed being on stage in front of a packed audience with a naked submissive at his feet, waiting for his rope.  
It wasn’t the suit or the event or the crowds he minded; it was being here as his half-sister’s uncle’s right-hand man. Yeah, he couldn’t say that five times fast. As a representative of a company with questionable morals, it chafed at him. But he knew how to keep his emotions in check—most of the time.
He sent Hana a quick text, telling her he would call her tomorrow. His half-sister had gotten a raw deal. His musician father had left his mother for the palm trees of Hawaii and then, years later, repeated the same feat, this time after having Hana. And Hana’s mom was the heiress to the famous SolCan company. Or she should be, except for Edwin, who refused to update an outdated clause about women inheriting. So, Hana’s mom, Paige, did what she could on an art appraiser’s salary, and Hana’s future wasn’t as bright as it could be. 
Until Edwin realized that Logan, an accomplished mountaineer, veteran, and ex-search and rescue tech, could be helpful to his benefit, a deal was struck, Logan would do some PR for the company, and Edwin agreed to pay for Hana’s school and give the kid access to her trust fund. 
Logan gritted his teeth just thinking about it. In the press release for tonight, they splashed all his accomplishments on the pages. He didn’t care except for the worry that it would affect his job with Axis Management. Although when Team Stealth went in, nobody saw them. Or at least nobody who would run to the press. Usually. Except for that leak back in June. 
He just had to make it through tonight, and tomorrow morning he would be rock climbing, freestyle. If he timed it right, he could catch the sunrise on the bluffs. 
Another clap on the back from Mr. Olson brought him back to the moment. He smiled widely and refrained from pushing his arm off of him. It wouldn’t look good to manhandle the VP of a major bank. 
“So, you can get me in to see Ed next Thursday? I would make it worth your while.” 
Logan laughed, knowing Mr. Olson meant that would be a prostitute or an insider tip, and leaned down to put his hand on the banker’s shoulder. “I’ll pass it on. Right now, I’m here to support the firefighters.” 
“Yes, of course. I need to get in there. My wife doesn’t like to be sitting at the table too long without me.” Mr. Olson gave him a wave. As Logan moved to follow him, a car stopped and idled behind him. He turned, curious to see the next guests. 
His pulse increased as he watched his boss, Xander Montague, give his arm to Harper Blake. “Hey, the party just got interesting.” Logan extended his hand to Xander, clasping his forearm, and brought him in for a man-hug. 
“Thank fuck,” Xander said. 
“Ares has the plague?” 
“A security threat closed the airport.” 
“I tried to get him here,” Harper added. 
“I guess Superwoman is no match for airport security.” Logan grinned at her, watching how the flush spread across her cheeks ever so slightly. And he noticed how her gown hugged her bust just right and showed off her long legs. Her hair was in some kind of braided knot, and he preferred her mass of long, nutty hair down. If he could change anything else about what she was wearing, it would be to rip off that golden x charm that dangled above the hollow in her throat, the symbol that marked her as being under Xander’s protection. He would take that off in a hot second and put his collar around her neck.
“Let’s get in there and get this over with,” Xander said. He offered Harper his arm, and Logan bit the inside of his jaw, stifling down a wave of annoyance. He wanted her on his arm and in his bed. The way she looked at Xander as they walked into the space told him maybe he hadn’t made those intentions clear as he’d thought.
When he had signed on with Axis Management, it was a present, gift-wrapped and tied with a bow. It kept him from eking out a living by teaching rock climbing and offered him the adventure his thrill-seeking spirit craved. Plus, he got to do it all with his buddies. From rescuing actresses to gathering intel on threats to the government, the missions varied enough to keep his interest. He owed his buddy, Jordan, for getting him in with the company. That was how he’d met Harper, and from the moment he saw her, he wanted her. He couldn’t stop thinking about her.
A server asked for their names, then escorted them to a table in the centre of the room. Logan took the chair on the right of Harper. 
“Sorry, Mr. Marrock, your table is across the room.” 
Xander reached out and deftly removed the two nametags. “There has been a mistake. Mr. Marrock is part of our party. As my brother isn’t joining us, we don’t need these place settings.” 
The young man gulped, looked at Xander and quickly cleared two settings, and they all took their places around the table. 
“Not bad for five hundred dollars a plate.” He was expecting Xander to joke about how that was pocket change to him or not worth the price of the dried chicken they were about to eat. Instead, his boss sat with his hands resting on the table, staring blankly at the front of the room. Harper had her hand on top of his and spoke quietly to him.
For as long as he had known Xander, he had never seen him in a gathering like this, cultivating the idea that he didn’t like people. That was true, Xander wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, and Logan figured there weren’t many people his boss could gel with. For a huge corporation, they kept their teams small, and Xander vetted everyone who worked for Axis Management up the wazoo but watching his paler than regular expression, Logan wondered if something else was up with his friend. The look on his face was one Logan recognized. Novice climbers were usually sure they could make it up the hill, but their faces got all ashen at the halfway mark, and they froze, suspended between going up and going down. That’s precisely the expression Xander wore right now.
“So this should be fun,” Logan sat back in his chair, drumming on the table with his palms. Xander glanced over at him. 
“You couldn’t get out of this one either?” 
Logan spread his hands wide, recognizing that his boss had noticed how he was observing him. Xander did not miss a single thing.
“Ed insisted.” He stood as the Jensons approached their table. 
“Logan! Good to see you. You should come out with me on the golf course.” 
“My golf game isn’t up to snuff,” Logan said, returning the man’s handshake. 
“Please go with him and let him beat you. It would be good for his ego,” said Mrs. Jenson. 
“I’ll consider it.”
“Mr. Montague, I saw how much money you donated. The Firefighters’ Association is very grateful.” 
Xander merely grunted at her.
Logan put a hand on Mrs. Jenson’s arm. “I think they are going to start the speeches now. We can catch up after dinner.”
“I’ll have you booking a time with me by the end of the evening,” Mr. Jenson said.
“I’m sure you will,” Logan said. 
The owner of the largest shipping company on the West coast went back to his table with his wife.
“Are you really going to golf with that fucker?” Xander asked.
“They aren’t that bad.”
“A captain of one of his barges fell asleep on the job,” Xander said. 
And that kind of behaviour wouldn’t be acceptable to Xander. 
“Okay, he’s awful,” Logan grinned.
Harper laughed, her face relaxing and her green eyes twinkling. Xander’s lips turned up slightly. 
On the stage, a white-haired man in a suit tapped the mic. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for coming….” 
Logan watched Harper take out her phone and furiously text as his speech droned on. He couldn’t wait to get her on the dance floor. Over the last couple of months, they had gone out for two breakfasts and three lunches, and one time, Logan had brought her to Club Bandit, the BDSM Club he was a founding member of, for one of the intensive rope seminars he gave to its members. He had hoped to have her in rope by the end of that night, but work called her away.
“We would especially like to thank our top donor, Axis Management, for their generous donation of ten thousand dollars. Mr. Montague, please come up and say a few words.”
Xander got that frozen look again and remained in his chair. Harper patted his arm. A few people in the room coughed and stared. 
Logan jumped out of his seat, striding up the two steps to the stage. He clasped his hand on the director’s back.  
“Before we hear from Mr. Montague, I have an announcement.” 
The director nodded and made room for him. 
“Thank you for letting me interrupt, and folks, I’ll be short. I know we are eager to eat the wonderful food they are about to serve us.” The crowd laughed. “The dedication of firefighters is unlike anything else. I want to announce that SolCan will donate one hundred thousand dollars to the Firefighters Association.”
There was applause at this, and Logan continued talking about how they all had to support the services and called on his fellow business leaders to match the donation. When he saw the servers wheel out trays, he stopped. “Now it’s time to eat! Thank you all, and have a good night.” As he made his way back to his table, he shook hands here and there. 
“Is Ed Greyson going to be okay with that?” Xander asked quietly as Logan retook his seat. Xander was the only one who knew who Ed was and why he was here. It was the hard part about being on Team Stealth, which they unofficially renamed Bandit Brothers as a tribute to his buddy Jordan. Xander and Ares knew everything about each of the guys on the team.
“Hana’s granddad was a volunteer firefighter. I’ll make sure it’s in his name.” 
Xander nodded. “Now, I don’t get to give my speech.”
“You know, this is a rare appearance by the Dark Prince of the business world. I’m sure I could tell them to stop serving.”
Xander gave him the finger, and he laughed. 
Donating might have saved his boss from giving a speech, but it kept him away from Harper because everyone in the entire room came over and shook his hand after the dessert plates were cleared. A few women asked him to dance, and, not wanting to say no, he danced with every one of them. Just as he was going to take Harper onto the floor, his cell rang.
Good old Uncle Ed, calling to ream him out. 
“What were you thinking?” Edwin shouted. 
“That you’re going to need the publicity when you go public with moving all manufacturing overseas. Can you even use ‘Canada’ in your name anymore?” 
Edwin wasn’t the brightest, just the meanest, and he would only do something that cost him money if it benefited him. Bonus if it was for the torture of other people. 
“Fine. You make sure it’s in Stewart’s name, and I want to see you here by the end of the month. It’s time for you to come and work for a living if you don’t want Paige to live out her golden years in poverty or Hana to lose her spot at university. It’s your choice.” 
Logan gritted his teeth and breathed through his nose. He imagined crushing Ed’s neck in his hands. He could easily take the weasel. Ed thought all he did was teach rock climbing. He didn’t have a clue that he worked for Axis Management. 
“Hear you loud and clear,” Logan gritted. 
“Good.” Ed clicked off. 
Logan took a steadying breath before heading back inside. He was boiling on the inside but made sure not to show his anger. He sighed, seeing a tall, board-shouldered man with dark hair approach Xander’s table. 
“Mr. Montague? I’m sorry to bother you. I’m Elijah Weber. My old man owns a sod company—”
Xander nodded. “Better Lawns, yes. Your father is in the news nearly as often as I am.” 
Logan laughed. “For different reasons. How is he feeling these days?” 
“Better, thanks,” Elijah said, giving Logan a stare. 
Ace Weber made the news because he’d started a dog rescue facility on the side and reportedly gave over half his earnings away each year. The man recently got into a horseback-riding accident.
“I wanted to come over and ask if the rumours were true. Do you play Outriders? You might know me as Zolt182.” 
“Come sit down here,” Xander said, his face lit up.
“Harper, would you like to dance?” 
Harper looked at Xander. “I have Carli coming in half an hour.”
“Call her and make it an hour. I’m talking,” Xander said. 
“Okay, done,” Harper said, putting her phone down on the table. “Take me for a spin, Logan.” 
“Yeah, let’s do it, Kitten.” He offered his arm to her, and her long fingers gripped his biceps. Finally, he was touching her. He guided her to the dance floor as the DJ played a slow beat.
Her green eyes met his. Her cheeks flushed, and he wanted her in his bed with a ferocity he’d never experienced before. 
“I’ve wanted you in my arms all night.”
He placed his hand on her back, pulling her close to him. She smiled, exposing the slight dimples in her cheeks. 
“You already showed me your moves. Quite impressive, Mr. Marrock.”
“Impressive enough to come bouldering with me tomorrow morning?” he whispered in her ear.
“I need to work.” 
“Even Wonder Woman needs time off.” 
“I thought I was Superwoman?” 
Logan laughed, his hands moving to her waist. “You are Superwonderwoman. Come home with me tonight?” 
He meant it teasingly, but the light went out of her eyes, replaced by a deer in the headlights stare. He felt her tense up in his arms, and he pulled her even closer, wrapping another arm around her upper body. He wanted this woman badly, but he would wait. 
“That’s too fast a move for you?” 
“It’s not that I don’t like you, Logan. I…”
“Need to go slow?” 
“Yes.” The relief in her voice brought the light back to her eyes.
“Okay. I’ll go slow,” Logan said. Dancing to the slower beat, his hands roamed just above her hips as she swayed perfectly in time to the music. 
Extending his arm, he flung her out for a spin and effortlessly, Harper spun out and back to him without missing a beat. 
“You must have had a round of dance classes in your past,” He purred.
She glanced away, her mouth pressed in a thin line. Every time he asked her questions about her past, she closed up. He wanted to know everything about her.
“Yes.”
She got the word out, and Logan knew it was an effort for her to keep that smile on her face. He cupped a hand to her cheek, feeling her soft skin against his rough hand. 
“You can tell me anything, you know.” 
“You look very handsome in your tux,” she smiled.  
Logan laughed, his hands caressing her back. 
“So, there is this thing at Club Bandit—” 
“That’s not slow.” Harper laughed.
“Slowly think about it?” Logan asked, whispering the words against her ear, feeling her shiver. 
“Okay, I’ll think about it,” Harper said. Her lips were right in front of his. He wanted to slide his tongue in, inhale her taste, hold her, and never let her go. 
“Perfect.” He danced her around the room while already planning how to get her to open up and land in his bed. 






  
  CHAPTER THREE - XANDER 


Xander surveyed the clutter chaos of Harper’s desk, biting the inside of his cheek. The mess irked him. And it annoyed him more that a tiny part of him thought it was endearing because it was one of Harper’s quirks. He leaned over the edge of her desk, the only clear part of the surface and waited until she looked up from her screen. 
“We need new bodyguards. I want initial background checks on the three new potentials for the Threat Assessment and Personal Security Division. Also, there was an error on page six of the last time allocation report you sent. Resend it.”
Damn, Harper was cute when her brow furrowed, and she bit her bottom lip ever so slightly. She furiously tapped her keyboard, found the report, and glared at him. “There is one typo in the fifty-page document. Only you and Ares see it.”
“Are you arguing with me?” He raised an eyebrow.
“No. I’m pointing out your request is petty.”
Xander gave her his steeliest glare and rapped his knuckles on his desk. “And it was petty when I made you redo the budgets when you were missing the decimals the first year you served as my executive assistant, and it was petty when I made you re-order the carpet for downstairs because it wasn’t black enough. I like the details to be correct, or have you forgotten?” 
“No, Mr. Montague.” Harper glared at him. The keys clacked as loud as they could. “Time allocation report has been resent.” 
Xander walked past her and into his office, disappearing behind the black wall. He let out a breath, looking toward the mountains out his window. Ever since the night of that benefit, things had been tense between him and Harper, and that annoyed him. He should be happy for her. All he ever wanted was for Harper to come out of her shell and be the confident woman he knew she could be. And now that it was happening before his eyes, it turned out he couldn’t take it because he wanted the reason for her coming out of that shell to be him. Not some giant spikey-haired Dom. 
Last year, when Logan started spending more time with Harper, he thought it was a passing lark. He was sure it wouldn’t go beyond coffee when Logan realized Harper wasn’t an experienced sub. 
It annoyed him that he hadn’t seen this coming.
“Hey, why did you make our sweet HR girl, Gardenia, cry?” Ares asked, opening his door. 
Xander picked up the stacks of bound contracts beside his chair and let them fall onto his desk. “Did you know that Axis Management has no policy about interpersonal relationships in the workplace? And I didn’t make Gardenia cry. She was flustered because she didn’t see a way of doing what I wanted without turning over our ‘successful structure.’” He put air quotes around those last words.
“We know what brand of toothpaste every employee uses. Imposing an anti-dating policy seemed counterintuitive to that whole ‘trust us, we got your back’ approach we were going for. And I dare you to tell Team Stealth they can’t date each other.” Ares’s impressive dimples appeared as he helped himself to an orange juice from the black bar fridge located underneath the counter against the wall. 
“That’s what Gardenia said. She said the one place we might want it is in our Personal Security and Threat Assessment Division.”
“If we just called it ‘Bodyguards,’ people would know what we were talking about,” Ares said, his turn to use air quotes.
“Yeah. I’m going to assign Logan to the Bodyguards.” He was only half-joking.
“Nope.” Ares wagged a finger at him. “You can’t. I’m not dealing with that kind of rebellion. Logan is the leader of Team Stealth, and you know it.”
“Quinn—”
“Isn’t back yet, and what he wants to do is still up in the air. What’s this about, Xander?” His brother plopped himself down in front of the window in his club chair.
It was about seeing Harper in Logan Marrock’s arms. Seeing her look at Logan with wide eyes and laugh in response to his words. It was about him wanting to hold on to her and not wanting to let her go. 
It was about lying to himself that he didn’t want the smart and sexy woman.
“Harper.” 
His brother smiled as her name left his lips; that slow, sultry smile got him fans every time he uploaded a new video to his social media feeds.
“I can’t believe I’m even thinking about her like this. So what if she wants to go out with Logan?”
“You’ve been her protector for years. I’m surprised it took this long for you to realize you had an attraction to her.” 
His younger brother was wrong. He had been attracted to Harper since her university acceptance came.
“I moved her out of the house. That’s when my attraction grew.” Xander moved things off his blotter. 
“Five years?” Ares let out a low whistle. 
Yes, five years ago because an eight thousand square foot mansion with ten bedrooms and two wings wasn’t enough space. He was too old for her and too wounded. He couldn’t cross the line of being her protector. 
“I don’t like her hanging out with Logan.” 
“Xander, if you won’t tell her how you feel, you will have to let Marrock be. You can’t keep them apart.”
Xander grunted. He could if he wanted to break her heart, cause her pain, and lose one of his best operatives. 
“Tell me what Dorian from the Martin group said.”
From the look on his younger brother’s face, he wouldn’t like it.
“What we expected. He doesn’t want to sell, but he’s happy to keep us as customers.”
Xander snorted. The Martin Group was a private aircraft and drone manufacturer, and he wanted that company because he suspected that the aircraft involved in the attack on Team Stealth last June had come from the Martin Group.
“Then we need to up our offer, arrange an in-person meeting whenever he’s back in town.”
“You need to tell Harper how you feel.”
If he thought for one moment that he would be any good for her, he would. But he went through women hard and fast, and when it came to having a submissive, Xander knew that what he required, what he craved, would destroy her. It had destroyed the last woman he’d had a long-term D/s with.
When Harper had graduated from university and asked to be his assistant, Xander thought it was a bad plan. He was a hardass. He wanted everything right, all the details in place. He didn’t cut corners. But he saw how his expectations helped focus her mind, and she transformed from the scattered, nervous creature she had been when he first met her, and he began to wonder if Harper could handle his dominant needs. He shook his head. There were things You-Only Live-Once Logan Marrock wouldn’t get. The man was a Dom, but from what Xander knew, only during a scene. He wouldn’t know that Harper used to cry herself to sleep and wake up covered in sweat from a nightmare, that her favourite weather was the rain, and she hated temperatures above twenty degrees Celsius. He wouldn’t get that Harper did best-having someone give her a point of focus. Logan Marrock was one of his best operatives; when he was on the job, he was detail-oriented and the person most clients wanted leading their team, but in his personal life, he was relaxed. Too relaxed for what Harper needed. 
The ringing phone brought Xander’s attention back to the present. 
“Took you long enough to answer that,” Ares said with a grin. Xander shook his head at his brother. 
“Hey, Nick.”
“Sealed and done. Benoit will be happy to let our cyber people try out his new toy.”
“Yes! Outstanding job Nick,” Xander said. 
“Okay, but before you bring out the bubbly, I told him about Jordan. He’s an emotional guy, Benoit.”
Xander closed his eyes. He didn’t want anyone, least of all his competitors, to know his weak spots, but it couldn’t be helped in this case. Benoit would want to know what drove the outrageous price Axis Management will pay for his technology.
“I don’t want Benoit mouthing off to the press about some deal he’s made with Axis Management, Nick. You press the fear of his god into him, got it?”
“Okay, boss,” Nick said. 
“See you when you get back.” Xander hung up and looked across at his brother. They high-fived across the desk. With Benoit’s invisible hacking technology, they could send out feelers for anyone who is selling a similar aircraft to the one used in the attack last June, when Team Stealth went to rescue Mulberry Stevens, daughter of actor Grace Stevens, who had been left alone in the desert by kidnappers.
He lost a man on that job. It was their first causality of doing this work, and there wasn’t a day that went by that Xander didn’t think of Jordan, his first recruit of Team Stealth and the founder of Bandit Brothers. 
Xander would find out who was responsible for his friend’s death, no matter what it took.
“One step closer.”
“Not this time. I still can’t piece it together, Ares. Someone had to have known our team was there.”
“Or we were tragically unlucky.”
Xander tidied his desk, logged off the system and stood up, grabbing his briefcase off the edge of the desk. “If I find out someone in this building leaked it—”
“Our people are solid,” Ares said. “We’ve been over this. It has to be whoever was behind Mulberry’s kidnapping, and whoever they were, they seemed to be warned off. She hasn’t had a threat since.”
Xander knew the facts, as well as Ares, but he wasn’t convinced. It was high on his list of things that kept him from sleeping. 
“We will sort this out, and I will destroy whoever was behind that attack,” Xander said.
“Perfect. Ian and Charlotte are coming by tonight for some drinks







