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Chapter One


"I'm so sick of dirty socks in the hallway and damp towels on the floor. But you know how it is…"  
I nodded in sympathy and signalled the waiter for more wine. Olivia Pendleton was soft-spoken, immaculately groomed, and in possession of a toned, curvy figure designed to attract and hold a man's interest. She was also, very obviously, still attached to the man she was married to.
The perfect mark for me, in fact.
I offered time, sympathy, and admiration—all the things her husband no longer provided, usually until said husband got the message and paid me a hefty amount of money to make myself scarce. Meanwhile Cat, my twin sister, performed a very similar service for Martin Pendleton. She had joined him halfway across town, was listening and sympathising, and being rather obvious about it in the hope Olivia remembered that marriage was meant to be a team effort. 
Together, the two of us were cheaper than therapy or marriage counselling, or whatever else it was couples did these days to rescue their relationships. It usually worked like a charm, too. 
"Dean? Are you listening to me?"
Truth be told, I wasn't. I'd heard it all too many times to care. But I had manners, and business sense, so I smiled, and apologised, and wrenched my mind away from contemplating lashes like dusky fans against chiselled cheekbones, from dreams of inky blue eyes and a most sensual pout. 
Not that I succeeded for long. 
Martin Pendleton was the most beautiful man I'd ever met.
He was also the first man I'd ever been attracted to.
The attraction had grabbed me by the balls and the gut as soon as I'd caught sight of his sinfully long legs and broad shoulders, and had seen that his brown hair was shot through with a little silver at the temples. Then I'd noticed the eyes with their ridiculously long lashes and the attraction settled in for good. 
I lost every argument I tried to have, whether it was with my head or my dick.
It wasn't just damned inconvenient because the Pendletons were showing an interest in investing in our business. No. My infatuation with the husband of the woman I was supposed to seduce was threatening to turn our carefully planned project into an all-out disaster.
And I hadn't even told Cat yet.

      [image: image-placeholder]For as long as I could remember, Cat and I had been on our own, even before the man calling himself our father drank himself to death. We were tight, Cat and I. We fought—which siblings don't?—but we always had each other's backs. 
Cat was the sharp one. She read people as I read code, and could spot their weaknesses a mile off. She had a particular nose for couples who no longer appreciated what they had together. Stunning redhead that she was, she attracted the roving eye of many a bored husband, and she could tell the ones who were serious about a new relationship from the ones who were looking for a quick diversion. 
She didn't bother with either of those. She looked for couples whose relationship was rocky, but salvageable. Couples who had drifted apart, had stopped talking to each other, and just needed to be reminded of why they'd fallen in love in the first place. Olivia and Martin Pendleton fit that pattern and we hadn't even needed to go looking for them.
The Pendletons were angel investors we'd met at a networking event where Martin Pendleton had given the after dinner talk. Cat assured me the presentation had been excellent. I'd barely heard three words, too busy staring at the man as if he'd hypnotised me, when it was usually Cat who tuned out during such functions.
As far as my libido was concerned, Martin Pendleton was a peach of a kind I had never taken notice of before. He was in his mid-thirties, a fraction taller than I was, and his back formed an eye-catching vee, from broad shoulders to trim hips and tight arse. His eyes were a deep cobalt blue  and his hair, dark brown, thick, and well-cut, gleamed under the room's lighting. It sparked ideas of burying my hands in it to check whether it was as silky as it looked. He'd stalked along the edge of the stage as he talked, like a leopard stalking prey, and I followed his sinuous movements completely mesmerised. 
I'd heard the deep rumble of his voice as if it came from far away. And no, I really hadn't listened to what he'd said in his talk, even though Cat and I had attended the meeting specifically to learn about the most promising avenues of funding available for tech start-ups.
Gilchrist Tech, our company, developed mobile apps for clients, but every so often I had an idea for something we could sell to the larger players. My latest project was a way for travellers to find the cheapest tickets to venues and events in the area they were visiting. I didn't just want to sell it to the highest bidder for pocket money. I felt confident we had a winner and wanted us to market it ourselves. 
To make it happen we needed investment. We needed money to pay the bills while I worked full-time on our project instead of client applications. We needed a marketing budget, and help spending it wisely. We could have gone to the bank and asked for a loan. We might still do that, if it came to it, but I liked the idea of partnering with someone. It seemed like taking a step we'd never attempted before, something new and exciting… and when I'd floated the idea, Cat had agreed.
I hadn't expected to meet a man like Martin Pendleton.
I hadn't expected him to be interested in the app I'd designed.
And I certainly hadn't dreamed that Cat would tell me he and his wife were a perfect match for our other business.
I'd never before struggled to decide what I wanted most. But that was life. A real bag of spanners when you least expected them.
I paced up and down our office, from the window to the door and back, passing my desk every time. Olivia Pendleton had been loath to let our lunch date end. On any other day, I'd have counted this as a win. I might even have taken her up on her offer to follow her home for a drink. 
Not this time. 
Olivia Pendleton, gorgeous though she was, couldn't hold a candle to her husband's trim shape and expressive eyes. Not as far as I was concerned. 
And therein lay my problem.

      [image: image-placeholder]Cat breezed through the door in her usual high-energy fashion two hours later. Her shoulder-long auburn hair shone as if it had been burnished and her green eyes, carefully made up, gave her a look that veered between mysterious, haughty, and come-hither. Making her sit still had always been a challenge, especially when what she had to sit still for didn't keep her mind occupied. 
She didn't spend hours in front of a computer screen the way I did most days. She never lost herself in orderly lines of code, or painstakingly stepped through programs to spot and fix a glitch. That was my part in our business relationship. Just as she didn't have the patience to develop an app or build a website, I had neither the patience nor the desire to network, find new clients, and keep those clients happy and paying their bills.
It was Cat who made certain our business deserved that name. Left to myself I would have built the cleverest and most beautiful apps, but I'd have been starving while I did it. It was Cat who found clients for my skills, and customers for the apps I designed.
Cat also drove our sideline. And judging by her brisk movements and excited look, her meeting with Martin Pendleton had been a rousing success. I didn't need to wait long for her to tell me so.
"What a delightful man," she said, heading for the coffee maker as if she needed more zip in her life. "Genuine, you know? Makes a nice change. He thinks the app idea has merit, even if we want to go the social enterprise route." Making the app affordable for those who most needed it was my thing. Cat and I had argued it at length. We weren't rich. We weren't even what I'd call comfortable, and we'd been close to living on the street more than once. But that was exactly why I wanted to make the app available to those who could most benefit. Big businesses didn't need deep discounts. Travellers who scraped every penny to go and see a foreign country, and who lived on cheek and fresh air, on the other hand?
"We know it has merit," I agreed. "Does he think it has legs?" Convincing an angel investor wasn't about proving merit. We had to prove that the idea was financially viable. 
"He said he'd be interested in looking into it. And he's given me homework."
That last was said triumphantly and I couldn't hold back a grin. Homework, in our vocabulary, meant Martin Pendleton had agreed to another meeting. And he wanted more, and very specific, information.
I should have been feeling as elated as Cat with this first small success. Yet all I wanted to do was run and hide as the thought of facing Martin Pendleton across a conference table started my gut roiling. 
I sat down at my desk and stared at the blank screen of my laptop. My reflection stared back at me, fuzzy and distorted. Why did I have to be attracted to a man, when I'd rarely ever been attracted to anyone? And why did it have to be this man, someone who showed interest in our work or who could, if that interest didn't prove lasting, become the focus of our sideline?
It was so fucking unfair.
The scent of coffee filled the small room and Cat set a brimming mug down next to me. The hot liquid tempted me with its promise of comfort. Black coffee, strong, hot, and sweet—I cradled the mug and wished I could disappear into it.
"How did it go with Mrs. P?"
"Fine."
"Fine?"
"Hm. We had lunch. She invited me back for coffee. I declined."
"Why?"
I shrugged, mindful of my coffee. "Couldn't face it. She spent all of lunch talking about the state of her marriage. I already felt like a voyeur."
"That's never bothered either one of us before. In fact, it's what we're good at. So good, it's saved us from sleeping on the street a time or two. And if you're alluding to Martin's interest in the app, that wasn't even on the table until today." She narrowed her eyes at me, quite aware that she was telling me something I knew anyway. "What's really on your mind?"
I couldn't hide from Cat. I knew it. Most days I was happy that she knew me so well we often didn't need to talk. Today wasn't one of those days.
"I don't know if I can do this anymore," I admitted.
Cat finished her coffee in silence. Then she set the mug down and came to stand beside me. "This?" she queried. "Developing apps? Running a business? Making moon eyes at an older woman until her husband pays you off? Which this is it, Dean?"
Cat wasn't patient, but when she felt it was important she could outwait the tide. That afternoon she did, because it took me a long time to untangle the mess in my head and turn it into an answer.
"Mrs. Pendleton looks at me as if I'm her next snack. And I can't stand to spend time with her, because…" One deep breath. Then another. "Because… somehow… I don't know… I want her husband
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