

    
        
          The Takeover Box Set

        

        
        
          The Takeover Series, Volume 7

        

        
        
          Lexy Timms

        

        
          Published by Dark Shadow Publishing, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE TAKEOVER BOX SET

    

    
      First edition. October 30, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Lexy Timms.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227842817

    

    
    
      Written by Lexy Timms.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]BOX SET

BY LEXY TIMMS 

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright 2024

By Lexy Timms

[image: A person in a suit

Description automatically generated]
[image: Lexy Timms Logo black aqua]

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

––––––––
[image: ]


All rights reserved.

The Takeover Box Set

Copyright 2024

By Lexy Timms 

Cover by: Book Cover by Design

[image: A book case with a picture of a person

Description automatically generated]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​The Takeover Series

[image: ]


[image: Website

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Love Notes

Fine Print

Over Time

Rumor Mill

Jingle Balls

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Find Lexy Timms:

[image: ]


[image: Lexy Timms Logo black aqua]

Lexy Timms Newsletter:

http://www.lexytimms.com/newsletter

Lexy Timms Facebook Page:

https://www.facebook.com/LexyTimmsAuthor

Lexy Timms Website:

http://www.lexytimms.com

Lexy Timms YouTube:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTr3Qw4JKDg_aHtkXkw3MYw

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: The Boss Box Set BOOKBUB Small1]

Want to read more...

For FREE?

Sign up for Lexy Timms’ newsletter

And she’ll send you updates on new releases, ARC copies of books and a whole lotta fun!

Sign up for news and updates!
http://www.lexytimms.com/newsletter

Contents

The Takeover Series

Find Lexy Timms:

BOOK 1

The Takeover Blurb

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

BOOK 2

Love Notes Blurb

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

BOOK 3

The Takeover Series

Fine Print Blurb

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23






Chapter 24

Chapter 25

The Takeover Series

Dead Ahead FREE COPY

Find Lexy Timms:

FREE READS?

More by Lexy Timms:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

BOOK 1

[image: ]


[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: A person sitting on a boat

Description automatically generated]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​The Takeover Blurb

[image: ]


[image: A collage of a person in a suit

Description automatically generated]

WE’RE NOT HERE TO TAKE part, we’re here to take over...

Brad Miller has carved up dozens of companies in his meteoric rise to the top. Retro is just another company headed by a stubborn owner who doesn’t want to let go. But Brad has him by the balls, and he knows it. The only play he has left is his daughter, the beautiful and talented Alyssa Pierce. Her father adds a stipulation at the last minute that Brad must keep Alyssa on as COO.

What Mr. Pierce didn’t foresee was the magnetic attraction between the two and how neither Brad nor Alyssa can keep their hands to themselves. Brad storms down the hallway to have a word with his new partner, only to find her waiting for him. When he shuts the door, the heat begins to rise. All his negotiating skills go out the window, leaving Brad with a decision to make. Will he allow Alyssa into his heart or force her back to the bargaining table?
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I was used to being the villain. 

People could hate me all they wanted, but it wouldn’t make a damned bit of difference. I found them at the worst part of their professional career, when their companies were mired in the red and the only choice was to sell. They knew I was going to gut their business, sell off the pieces, and put an end to whatever labor of love they had going on. They were desperate, and we both knew it. Nobody wanted to take my phone calls, but they all did in the end.

Maybe it was my upbringing. My parents didn’t get along. My mother left when I was ten, and my dad was rarely at home. I basically raised myself in that claustrophobic two-bedroom ranch house. I decided early on that I was going to be rich. Fuck this scraping by nonsense; I wasn’t going to live the rest of my life with microwave dinners and thrift store clothes.

In high school, I lied about my age and opened a bank account. I downloaded a few stock trading apps and spent every waking minute educating myself about how to use them. It took some trial and error, but I was eventually able to settle into a scheme that brought me more money than my dad would ever earn.

I started my first business shortly thereafter. It was a paper route, and I wasn’t going to break my back to make money there either. I hired a couple kids from my class at pennies on the dollar. In the morning, I would pick up the newspapers and bring them to school. Handing them off to my employees, I let them do most of the leg work.

When the checks started rolling in, I kept careful tabs of my income and expenses. I took whatever I earned and reinvested it, eventually amassing a small fortune in money market accounts.

I didn’t have friends growing up. I had business partners and workers. No matter where I went, I was hustling. At Mikey’s birthday party, I showed up with Lego sets that I bought from the dollar store. I charged kids five dollars for a box and ended up cleaning house. They beat the crappy prizes that anyone could win from the arcade, and no one knew how big the markup was.

I skipped my junior and senior proms and only went to homecoming because Judy Crest begged me to take her. I didn’t have any use for women back then, and I didn’t see the appeal. Judy was cute, letting me put my hand down her shirt in the janitor’s closet. But I didn’t get any money out of the deal, so it didn’t seem all that interesting.

While the rest of the kids were applying to college, I bought my first company. Instead of spending all the time and effort of building something from the ground up, I just purchased it off one of my neighbors.

It was a car detailing gig that had a brand and a dozen employees. They would wander around the neighborhoods, zeroing in on fancy cars. Once they found one, they would approach the owner with brochures, telling him they could make his car shine for a nominal price.

I fired half the guys and jacked up the price, turning it into something that would appeal to a much more affluential clientele. Instead of neighborhoods, I sent them around to high class country clubs. By the time I sold it again, it was worth double what I paid.

I didn’t need an MBA when I had grit. It was all about making the hard decisions. Although when I turned thirty, I decided to go ahead and finish college. I plowed through it just like everything else in my life, adding those powerful credentials to the back of my name.

The entire master’s degree was basically just a refresher course. I opted to do it all online because I couldn’t be bothered to sit in a classroom. A few extra hours tacked on to the beginning of my day didn’t amount to much. I wasn’t the kind of guy who could kick his feet up and relax at five o’clock anyway. 

If I wasn’t doing something to further my prospects, it felt like wasted time. From the time I made my decision, it was go-go-go until I made my first million. After that, the goal was to become a billionaire. I surpassed that one as well and sat on top of a net worth that most people could only dream of.

I walked into the meeting that day with no idea that I was going to get more than I bargained for. Sure, the company was impressive. It could be the next Disney or the next Netflix. The owner had the capacity to think big, and while other people were working on apps, he exploded onto the scene with a new media platform.

It was called Retro, and it functioned a little bit like Wikipedia. The journalists who were providing the content weren’t paid. They were just armchair enthusiasts who wanted a byline. Mr. Pierce had the makings of a real robber baron, and I was impressed. He cut corners, making the entire company so lean that I was going to have a hard time carving off any fat.

But he ran into some legal trouble and needed a bailout. The problem with outsourcing the news was that you had to fact check everything. One of the articles mentioned a celebrity by name and that celebrity got his feelings hurt.

I had some ideas of how to back out of that lawsuit and prevent future problems, but I wasn’t going to share. Instead, I would buy out his company while he was in crisis and turn it around before selling it off.

That was the plan, anyway. But earlier that morning, the entrepreneurial bug bit me. It had been a long time since I ran my own company. What better opportunity to build my brand than with my own media house?

I toyed with the idea of staying on as CEO, telling myself that it wasn’t out of respect for the old man. I could do a much better job and accelerate the pace of revenue in a short amount of time. It was just an idea anyway. What I had to do was get him to sign the documents and put me in charge. After that, I could take a day or two to decide which way I wanted to go.

I hit the gym early. There wasn’t anything quite like a workout to make me feel powerful. I didn’t bother with public facilities; I had my own private room in my basement that was equipped with all the latest machines.

I turned on the news so I could keep track of the stock market and jogged on the treadmill for five minutes. Hopping off, I moved to the weight machines, focusing on arms and chest. When that was done, I grabbed a quick shower and changed into my acquisitions suit. I didn’t consider myself superstitious, but there was a particular brand I liked to wear when I was making a power play. Something about the cut of the fabric and the way it felt against my skin made me near invincible.

I actually had to go downtown to meet the guy. Despite the fact that most business could be conducted online these days, there were some meetings you couldn’t get out of. We needed live signatures, and I wanted to make an impression. He might be a man after my own heart, but that didn’t mean I was going to take it easy on him.

I walked into the meeting on time. It bothered me when people were late, and I liked to lead by example. Mr. Pierce was on time as well, which made me happy. However, his legal counsel was running late, so we were forced to wait.

“How’s your day going?” Pierce asked, making small talk.

“Fine,” I said. “Yours?”

“Okay,” he replied with a sigh. “I almost wish I didn’t have to be here.”

“You’re not getting cold feet, are you?” I teased. 

It was a little bit like a shotgun wedding, and I was forcing his hand. He knew I had the ability to bail him out, and he needed the help. But like any small business owner, he was reluctant to see his baby cut into pieces.

“No,” he assured me. “But I have a stipulation I’d like to add to the contract.”

I frowned. Ordinarily, I didn’t allow any additional amendments this late in the game. We had already ironed out all the details, and I didn’t want to go back to the drawing board. I could come down with all my weight, telling him that I would walk away sooner than giving in to his demands. But his product was so unique, I decided to hear him out.

“Is that where the lawyers are?”

“They’re on their way,” he said.

“What’s your stipulation?” I straightened my tie, remaining on my feet.

“I’d like my daughter to stay on as COO,” he explained.

“No.” I shook my head. 

What was it with these family businesses? The owners had fantasies about handing the reins to their children, and it was a tough thing to break them of. Pierce wasn’t the first person to request that I employ a son or a daughter, and he wouldn’t be the last. I put my foot down, making sure he knew that I wasn’t playing games.

“Then I’m afraid we don’t have a deal,” he said.

“Let me explain something to you,” I began, reaching for one of the executive chairs around the table. “I’m buying this company for more than it’s currently worth. You’re going to have to step aside.”

“And I appreciate the offer,” he countered. “But I’m going to stand firm on this. You can negotiate with her about a severance package or whatever you want, but for the purposes of the sale, my daughter stays.”

I groaned inwardly, though on the outside, I maintained my poker face. It felt like I was at a used car dealership and being asked to pay for features I didn’t want. This was the part of my job that I hated the most. I was much better at playing the bad guy than I was at hand holding. If only everyone else viewed these transactions with the appropriate amount of distance. It was just money, pure and simple. Why did there have to be feelings involved?

“I’ll agree,” I said reluctantly. “But the first conversation I’m going to have with her is about her retirement.”

“Fair enough,” Pierce responded, holding out his hand. “She can handle herself.”

I shook, eager to get the contract signed. I didn’t anticipate any problems with Ms. Pierce. Once I explained to her what was going to happen to Daddy’s company, with or without her input, she would take an extra quarter million and walk away. It was an added expense, but well within my budget.

The lawyers arrived finally, and we got down to business. Pierce put on a show of reading a few paragraphs again, but we both knew what the document contained. The lawyers had been over it and gave their feedback. Everyone approved, and all that was left to do was put pen to paper.

I signed first, handing the hundred-dollar writing implement over to my counterpart. I didn’t need my own lawyers present. They’d helped with the drafting of the contract, but I was perfectly comfortable at the negotiation table myself.

I didn’t want to stick around for coffee afterward; I wasn’t in this game to make friends. I thanked Mr. Pierce for his time and collected back the signed copies. Just as I was getting ready to take my leave, a masterpiece of a woman walked in the door.

She didn’t even bother to knock, which made me think she was someone of importance. A little bit younger than me, she wore her own power suit. It was a dark charcoal pinstripe skirt paired with a teal blouse. The buttons on the front were expertly designed to draw the eye. The collar was open, and though there was nothing inappropriate about the outfit, I could see enough flesh to know that she would be a firebrand in bed.

The way she moved, polished but energetic, turned me on. Her hair was down, sweeping across her well-toned shoulders. Her neck stretched from her collarbone to just below a dainty chin, inviting fantasies. And all the way down her sculpted legs, a pair of matching high heels clicked on the floor.

My breath caught in my throat, and for a moment, I just stared in disbelief. It didn’t occur to me that this was the daughter until she kissed Pierce on the cheek. Oh shit, I thought. I was in for a world of hurt. Getting rid of this woman would be much more difficult than shrugging off the ugly duckling I had been imagining. Suddenly it didn’t seem so important to get out of the deal.

I watched her come around the table, greeting each of the lawyers. She paused when she got to me, her brilliant eyes settling first on my suit, then sliding up to meet my gaze. I could tell that she was impressed with what she saw. For a moment, it didn’t even occur to me that I was just as attractive as she was. For all I spent hours in the gym every week and hundreds of dollars on grooming products, I didn’t consider my looks to be important. Until just then.

“Alyssa Pierce,” she introduced herself, holding out a hand.

I recovered, hoping that she wasn’t offended by my prolonged appraisal. “Brad Miller,” I replied, taking her hand.

It was warm and soft, yet there was force behind her shake. She managed to pull off being friendly and efficient all at the same time. Maybe I could spend a few weeks getting to know her better. She had probably grown up with the business, and likely knew more about it than her old man. From a purely logistical perspective, it would be a smart move to allow her to remain as COO.

“I understand you’ll be staying on with us,” I told her, with only the barest hint of respect in my voice.

“That’s right,” she countered, not giving an inch.

“Care to discuss it further?” I narrowed my gaze, daring her to accept my offer. “Maybe over dinner?”

She stepped back, giving me an up and down look that made me feel like a lion in a zoo. She was clearly used to commanding attention, not to giving it out. A slow smile crept across my lips as I realized what this was. It was a negotiation between two titans of business. She’d cut her teeth on her father’s steel and was perfectly capable of holding her own in a room with me.

“I’m free from seven-thirty until nine,” she answered, checking her phone.

“You have something on the schedule after nine?” I raised an eyebrow, curious.

She fixed me with a sultry look, daring me to be curious. “Seven-thirty?”

“It might run over,” I mused.

“It won’t,” she promised. “Delia’s on Fourth. Don’t be late.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I responded, watching her hips and her magnificent backside as she turned to walk away.

I caught her father giving me a narrow glance and shrugged. The guy had to know how hot his daughter was. And that little tit for tat we’d shared had been witnessed by everyone in the room. I couldn’t be held accountable for natural urges. He was the one who’d put us together, so I didn’t feel the least bit guilty.
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AFTER ADMONISHING ME to be on time, Alyssa was ten minutes late. I hated to wait around, feeling like it was beneath me. Most of the people I was in business with took me seriously enough to be there when I told them to be. She was making a point, and I knew it. It was a power move that I employed at times. Making someone else wait put you at an advantage. It was a clear signal that you were the big dog at the bargaining table. Most of the time I didn’t care for the theatrics, but for Alyssa, I would let the leash out a bit.

She didn’t bother to change before our meeting. That was another indication that she was playing head games. There had been plenty of time between the contract signing and our dinner for her to have put something else on. But she arrived in the same sexy outfit she’d worn that afternoon. 

Again, I didn’t mind. If she was trying to make me salivate, it worked. She didn’t have to put on a strapless black dress; the pencil skirt was doing it just fine. I hoped there was a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow, or I was going to be very disappointed.

I stood up from the bar, signaling to the hostess. They seated us immediately. Before Alyssa had time to make excuses for being late, we were walking down the row of tables to a private room in the back. She turned around to look at me, impressed.

“You didn’t think we would sit up front?” I asked her.

“I’ve never been back here,” she admitted.

“Maybe next time, you’ll be on time,” I suggested, pulling her chair out.

The hostess laid two padded leather menus on the table before leaving us alone. I seated my date and walked around to take up my own place. I knew all about Delia’s. I’d considered buying it myself, but my dislike of the restaurant industry kept my wallet in my pocket. The margins were abysmal, and the likelihood of failure was astronomical.

Despite the fact that I had an allergy to acquiring any restaurants, I had taken my fair share of business meetings in that room, and they knew me well. All I had to do was call Delia’s and request my usual table. If there was anyone else who had reserved that room, they pushed them aside.

Of course, Alyssa didn’t know any of that. She thought she was pulling out the big guns when she dropped Delia’s name. She thought she would impress me with the prospect of a two-hundred-dollar dinner. But I wasn’t that easy to impress.

“You don’t really want to be COO of your father’s company, do you?” I asked her. I could have opened with the weather or with her choice of fashion, but I decided to play it straight for her sake and get right down to business.

She speared me with an aggravated look, as if I had just dumped a can of dog food on her plate. “Why do you say that?”

“You’re clearly an up and comer.” I called it like I saw it. “You don’t want to be tied to a sinking ship.”

“What makes you think my father’s company is a sinking ship?” She wasn’t going to give an inch.

I paused to take a drink of water. The waitress came in with a bottle of wine.

“Napa Valley Cabernet,” she offered.

I pushed my glass forward, accepting the invitation. Alyssa removed her hand from the top of the glass, allowing the waitress to pour. The hired help glanced at both of us and decided that we weren’t ready to order. Letting herself out, she effected the perfect mood. It was just me and Alyssa on a dinner date, discussing business.

I tasted the wine, appreciating its full-bodied flavor. Alyssa didn’t pick hers up. Instead, she drew circles around the rim with one finger, waiting for me to continue. I didn’t remember what we were talking about. Her eyes were stunning, and her lips looked sensual beneath the tiny button of her nose. I longed to reach out and stroke her cheek, guiding my thumb down the line of her jaw to the silky flesh of her neck.

“Why do you think my father’s company is going to sink?” she repeated, seemingly unconcerned with my presence.

I would have to remedy that. I reached for my tie, undoing it just enough for the top of my shirt to fall open. The move didn’t escape her, and she grinned. Taking the wine in hand, she brought it to her lips. I followed the move with interest, watching as she tilted the glass to access the liquid. Setting it down, she raised her eyebrows. She was still waiting for an answer, and I knew I’d better give her a good one.

“Your father’s being too generous with the writers,” I said finally.

She laughed. “Too generous? They aren’t even paid.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I answered coldly. “You’re in this mess because you were trying to be friendly. If they want a byline, they’re going to have to stick to the script.”

“And just what does that mean?” She tossed her hair back in a move that was probably meant to prove her prowess at the bargaining table. The only thing I could think of was how she would look from behind if she made that move in the bedroom. Sharing that thought could get me in a lot of trouble, so I forced myself to focus on the conversation at hand.

“I think a cheaper way to go is to put some of them on salary. You could still have part of the platform devoted to crowdsourcing, but most of it’s got to be controlled.”

“We tried that years ago,” she said, leaning forward. “It only took off when we cast our net much wider. People have dozens or hundreds of places they can go for the news. What they don’t have is a malleable pocket where ideas can emerge.”

I regarded her seriously. It was almost as if she thought she was doing something good by hanging on to the losing proposition. Couldn’t she see that her father had invited in the kind of lawsuit that was currently pestering them? I knew I could clean up the clutter and streamline the process, creating a product that could share digital shelf space with Time Warner and Google. But it would take a major overhaul, and that was the problem.

“The company is viable,” I explained. “It just needs serious restructuring. We’re going to have to hire new staff and get rid of most of what we have. That’s just the way these things work.”

“You mean hostile takeovers?” she charged, narrowing her pretty eyes.

I inhaled, getting ready to deny it. “I prefer to think of myself as Robin Hood.”

She shook her head, flashing a row of perfect teeth. “I wouldn’t call you Robin Hood.”

“Just let me pay you off so I can do my job,” I argued. I wanted to reach across the table and take her hand, but I was aware that wouldn’t go over well.

“Does that pitch work with all the ladies?” She gave me a lewd smile.

“That’s not what I meant.” I walked it back.

“Look, pal.” She circled her wineglass with her arms, as if we were in some kind of mock battle and the table was the fortress to be defended. “I don’t know how you’re used to doing things, but I don’t want all my father’s employees fired.”

“I’ll give them generous severance packages,” I argued.

Her eyes flicked down my chest to where my abdomen sank below the table, and I could guess what she was thinking. It wasn’t hard to imagine the two of us casting the small piece of furniture aside and groping each other. She had all the markers of a wild woman, someone who knew exactly what she wanted and how to get it. I could go along with that for a while, at least long enough to make sure she was satisfied. Then I would turn her on her stomach and pursue my own agenda.

“Now whose mind is in the gutter?” I asked sweetly.

“Still yours,” she quipped. “I’m not going to take your sellout option, and I’m not going to let you gut the company. If you want to run it, that’s fine, but we’re partners.”

I decided to try a different tact. “What do you really want out of life?”

The waitress returned, waiting patiently while we opened our menus to select an appetizer and an entrée. I ordered the brochette and a filet minion, while she ordered a prawn salad with dressing on the side. The waitress collected the menus and left, determined to be as inconspicuous as possible.

“I want what everyone wants,” Alyssa mused. “Success.”

“I don’t think that’s what everyone wants,” I replied. “Just those of us who are destined for it.”

“I can’t figure you out.” She cocked her head to one side, studying me carefully. “One minute you’re complimenting me and the next you’re insulting me.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you,” I said smoothly. “What I meant was, what does success look like for you? What kind of success?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Life, love, finance. I’d like to be a billionaire in my own right. I’d love to buy a yacht. I actually have an affinity for art. So I think if I had the extra money, I might invest in some of the more classic works.”

“Like Picasso?” I asked.

“Picasso?” she scoffed. “DaVinci.”

“You would buy a DaVinci?” It was adorable. I wasn’t sure what her net worth was, but there were few female billionaires, and I was acquainted with nearly all of them. Considering her business acumen, it was possible she was already a millionaire. That made her desire to purchase one of the world’s leading portraits endearing. It was a pipe dream at best.

“Yes,” she enthused. “If I could.”

“What’s plan B?” I couldn’t help smiling at her, the unrequited devotion to art charming.

“Plan B is I move to Paris,” she answered, as if she had thought about it already. “Then I could visit his works in the Louvre.”

“Why don’t you do that?” I leaned forward, taking her hand. “Forget this little company and follow your dreams.”

“And let you ruin hundreds of lives?” She snatched her hand away.

“I promise you I won’t be running any lives.” I let her go, forcing myself to hold my position. I didn’t want to chase her down or force her to do things my way. I just wanted to explain that there was no benefit to living in the past. I knew what I was doing, and it was best for everyone involved if I was allowed to do it.

The employees would be covered for months while they searched for other jobs. The owner and his delightful daughter would be set for life. And I would be on my way to earning my next billion, adding a media platform to my portfolio of companies. It seemed like a win win.

“You really don’t see it,” she accused.

“I see you,” I answered, dispensing with all the formalities. I didn’t want to be partners, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in other positions.

“Tempting,” she replied honestly. “But I’m holding out for someone with a soul.”

She stood up, gathering her purse.

“What about dinner?” I asked.

“I’ll take mine to go,” she answered, walking out on me and slamming the door behind her. As the wooden plank hit the frame, the last thing I saw was that magnificent ass in the rearview mirror. It almost made me want to capitulate.
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I WENT HOME AND TOOK a cold shower. Thoughts of Alyssa stayed with me through the night, causing me to toss and turn. I had it badly. Normally, women didn’t get under my skin the way she did. I was used to rubbing elbows at black-tie functions and charity balls. There were hot secretaries that turned everyone’s heads, but never such a competent firebrand who was determined to give me a run for my money.

I woke up to a text from Mr. Pierce. He wanted another meeting. Apparently, Alyssa had talked to him and shared some of my less delicate suggestions.

We need to get together today, Pierce wrote. I’m going on vacation tomorrow and I want this ironed out before I leave.

I never understood the lure of vacation. Why would anyone want to put their work down for a day or a week and devote their energy to fishing or golf? It didn’t seem relaxing so much as boring to me. I lived for the hunt and for the rush that came with a new acquisition. If I wanted to make myself feel better or give myself a break, I could always find a new investment or a new company to pick apart. That kind of work was something I enjoyed and something that lined my pockets. It was much better than snorkeling or lying on a beach somewhere.

Pierce’s decision to revisit negotiations meant that I would have to go back into the city. I ran a hand across my face, rolling out of bed and into the shower. There wasn’t a lot of time, but I carved out half an hour for a quick workout. Sometimes that was all I could afford.

I wondered how Alyssa was doing, and what she’d sounded like on the phone with her father the night before. She was probably livid, her brilliant eyes flashing bright and her cheeks flushed pink. I would give real money to see that, even though I was the cause of all her anguish. If I could just redirect a portion of that energy, I knew it would be worth it. She was a firecracker, and I was eager to watch her go off.

Somehow, I didn’t think that’s what Mr. Pierce wanted to talk about. I agreed to meet him at ten in his office and drove the half hour into town myself. Occasionally, I liked to push the envelope, taking one of my many sports cars out to play. It gave me something to do and something to look forward to on my way to what was likely to be a frustrating meeting.

I didn’t think I had lied to either of them. It was no secret that I was going to “restructure” the business. What did they think that meant, if not a drastic change of staff and overhaul of operations? Of course, people were going to lose their jobs. I would take care of them, though. Their health care would extend for six months, and the bonus I was going to tack onto their final check would last most people long enough to find new employment.

Parking in the lot beneath the building, I rode the elevator up to the top floor. Mr. Pierce seemed like a reasonable man; hopefully we could put this all behind us in time for his vacation. I would reluctantly say goodbye to Alyssa. It was a nice thought, but clearly we couldn’t work together. I would just explain the situation to the previous owner and get him to change his position.

Walking into the board room, I found it empty. My initial frustration was replaced quickly by relief as Pierce strode in a moment later. He reached out a hand, indicating that there were no hard feelings.

“I told you it would be rocky with Alyssa,” he said with a grin.

“I don’t recall,” I responded honestly. What had he said about his daughter? And if he knew how difficult she was, why did he insist on her being a part of the deal?

“So I heard that you had a meeting last night and that it didn’t go well,” Pierce explained.

“That’s right,” I agreed. “I don’t think we can work together. So if you can just amend the contract to remove the clause about her staying on as COO...”

“No can do,” he cut in, his voice more chipper than I would have liked. “You’ll have to work it out.”

“I’m afraid she’s being unreasonable,” I began.

“I think there are two sides to every coin,” he theorized.

“It’s not a coin,” I objected. “It’s a negotiation, and it’s dead in the water.”

“Then revive it,” Pierce said, pulling the age card.

If we were responding to each other based on who had more money, then I would clearly win. But he had at least two decades on me, and he was using them to force my hand. I wasn’t going to disrespect an elderly man; that’s not how I was raised. It still irked me to be talked down to like that. I didn’t have to “work things out” with Alyssa. I could walk away from the whole deal. But then I remembered the documents I’d signed the previous day and knew that Pierce was right. I had agreed to take Alyssa on as COO, and no amount of sexual tension could undo that. I would have to get the lawyers involved if I wanted to change things, and that seemed like more work than simply agreeing to her demands.

“If I can’t restructure the staff—” I tried.

“I don’t care what you do.” Pierce held up a hand. “I’m out of the conversation. You need to talk to Alyssa.”

I rolled my eyes, feeling like some chastised teenager. Who the hell was this guy, pointing me to his daughter to make these decisions? Didn’t he know that she would rather be in Paris? Why did he assume that she wanted to stick around and deal with me anyway? 

He was clearly excited about the prospect of vacation and more than ready to pass the baton. I had a feeling I had been conned. Maybe the lawsuits and all the problems with the business were just an excuse for Mr. Pierce to take an early retirement. He certainly seemed at peace with the transaction, letting me worry about his beleaguered company.

“Where is she?” I asked finally.

“In her office,” Pierce said. “Two doors down on the left.”

I walked out into the hallway, following his directions. There was nothing wrong with the building. At least that was one asset I wouldn’t have any trouble moving. This type of enterprise didn’t need a massive real estate footprint. I was going to cut off a few of the larger offices and sell them at a premium. This building was a good candidate for the fire sale.

It took me no time at all to find her room, though the hallway stretched out much farther. I only passed one door before I saw the plaque with her name on it. I paused to knock out of respect, but didn’t wait for her to invite me in.

She sat at her desk, scrolling through email. The computer screen was turned away from me, so all I could see was her reaction to whatever she was reading. She frowned in concentration, apparently digesting some weighty information.

“You complained to your father,” I observed.

“I had to.” She clicked the mouse a few times and then switched the monitor off. “You didn’t leave me with any choice.”

“He didn’t tell me how to run the company,” I informed her. “He just directed me back to talk to you.”

She stood up, crossing her arms over her chest. “Well, that’s not so helpful.”

I took several smooth steps toward her, bringing me level with the desk. “Did you think he would come running to your aid?”

“I thought he might.” She bit her lip, lowering her lashes in a clear indication of interest.

“He holds you in high esteem,” I picked up a little figurine from her desk, turning it over in my hand. It was a plastic ballet dancer complete with tutu and pointed shoes. Showing it to her, I arched one eyebrow.

She reached for it, stuffing it in a drawer. “It’s a Degas.”

“Fine art merchandise,” I replied, easing my way around the desk to stand beside her. “I’ve never seen an action figure of a painting before. You are fascinating. And a champion for employee rights as well.”

“I’m not going to convince you to keep them all on, am I?” she pouted.

“No,” I responded, reaching up to trail my thumb down her cheek. It was crazy, but just being around her made me horny. She was so fierce and beautiful. It was a delirious combination that had my head spinning, making me forget myself and the barriers I was supposed to respect.

I almost thought she would slap my hand away, but instead, she pressed it against her jaw, warming my fingers with her touch. I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, except that it looked like we had thrown caution out the window. It was a bad idea to get involved with someone I would be working so closely with. Alarm bells went off in my mind, but I ignored them all. She was into it, and I was into it, and what more did we need?

I lowered my lips to hers, tasting the lipstick that she so carefully applied. She opened instantly, inviting me to browse the heady spaces between her tongue and the roof of her mouth. She pressed her body against mine, eliminating the last of the polite distance.

I ran my fingers through her hair, drawing her even closer. She was every bit as gorgeous as I imagined. Her hips fit solidly against mine, her weight centered in the most erogenous of places. I lowered my hands to sandwich her body at the waist, yanking her firmly into place.

She gasped, the sharp inhale a contrast to her carefully constructed persona. I scooped one arm behind her back to hold her in place, while using the other hand to stroke her neck. “Do you give me permission to take you all the way?” I asked bluntly.

She swallowed, apparently reevaluating her hasty decision. Before she could walk back on the deal, she met my eyes. I saw a storm raging within them. She wanted this, and she wanted me. She just didn’t know me very well.

I loosened my grip on her back, sliding my palm down the curve of her rear end. “I’ll be gentle,” I promised.

“Okay,” she whispered, finding my bottom lip and giving it a little nibble. “You don’t have to be gentle. Just respectful.”

“Always,” I promised, reaching for her blouse.

There were six buttons down the front that were the only thing separating me from the glory of her breasts. I thumbed them open, revealing her chest in all its magnificence. She helped by shimming from the confines of the shirt, straightening her shoulders as if asking for my approval. Her bra was white satin, gripping her tits with expensive threads.

I circled the mounds at her center, gently trailing my fingertips along the hem of her bra. Sliding two digits beneath the straps, I ran them up the length of her chest to her shoulders and back down.

She tilted her head back, exhaling with pleasure. I took that as a green light, sliding the straps down her arms. Reaching around, I executed the perfect move, unhooking the offending garment without sparing it a second glance.

Alyssa’s breasts swung free, released from their confines to fill the space between us. I helped her up onto the desk, pressing her back just enough to satisfy my own greed. I licked around the right areola, guiding it into my mouth. The nipple was hard, bursting across my tongue.

I continued forward, bending over the desk until she was lying fully on her back. Her legs spread around me, the skirt hiked up to accommodate my hips. I gripped her underneath one knee, holding her leg out to allow me access to her inner reserves. At the end of that fabulous leg was a high-heeled shoe. It was the perfect fuck-me outfit for the perfect office encounter.

I ran my left hand along her stomach then down to her hip, sucking at her teat all the while. She squirmed, stretching and contracting with each feverish touch. I couldn’t wait to sink my dick into her, to feel her heated walls close around me. Her excited breath was music to my ears, ensuring that all my fantasies were about to come true.

I slid a hand up her skirt, feeling the meat of her thigh all the way up to her ass. It was there I found her panties, already slick with need. Dragging them down over her bottom, I helped her kick her way free. Dropping the last true barrier to her soul on the executive chair behind me, I reached for my own tie.

She rose up, scooting back to help me. Distractedly, she hurried to push some things aside to give us room to perform the act. Her laptop and a stack of papers had to go, shoved all the way to the left before she rejoined our fever dream.

I was undoing my shirt when she reached for the hem, helping me pull it up over my head. I faced her, naked from the chest up, my dedication in the gym on display. Her eyes lit up, and I could tell she was impressed. Scraping painted nails down the front of my body, she dove straight for the prize.

I undid my belt, letting my pants drop before kicking them aside. There was no turning back. I was completely naked, and she wore only the skirt, bunched up around her waist, providing no cover.

She reached for my rod, closing her fist around it in satisfaction. I put my hands on her shoulders, working my way down the curve of her spine to her lower back. Easing her into position, I shifted my hips. She released me, planting one high heel on the desk beside her rear end.

That was the visual I was looking for: her entire body laid out, her eyes heavy and desperate. I thrust in with no hesitation. Her cunt was greased with desire, hot and swollen as I shoved my way inside.

She tilted her head back, releasing a small cry. There was no mistaking what we were up to. I hadn’t even bothered to lock the door. It all happened so fast. One moment we were talking about the bottom line, and the next, her bottom was on my line.

I let it all go. If anybody walked in on us, it would be their fault. I was completely within my rights making love to the woman beneath me. She spread her legs to accommodate me, wrapping one muscled calf around my hips as I thrust forward.

I slid in and out, building friction, pressing farther with each jolt. Gazing down at her, I could see her chest wobbling under the pressure, tiny shock waves rippling through her body. It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen, so erotic that it pushed me to the edge of sanity.

I thought I was going to lose it a moment before my soul emptied out into her. I gripped her hips as if my life depended on it. She clawed the desk, tossing and turning in ecstasy. I wanted it to last longer. I wanted to twist her into every position known to man, to take her from behind and from the side. I wanted to lick her pussy and feel her lips close around my cock. But the heat of the moment got the better of me, and I lost myself to its fury.

Burying deep in her canal, I released all the tension that had been building up to that moment. It was glorious and affectionate, but far too abrupt. I dropped a hand down next to her body, delighted to feel her answering squeeze on my loins. Her eyes drifted back in her head, and her lashes fell down. Instead of screaming, she went quiet and relaxed into the stiffness of the desk.

If sex was a game, I knew we had both won. If I was able to take my time, I might have given her two or three orgasms, but there was no mistaking the genuine result. Deep inside, I could feel her heart beat. It crested with mine and was on its way back down, relaxing as all the activity ceased.

I took a moment to catch my breath, enjoying the feeling of submersion. All too quickly, I realized we were exposed. Her father of all people sent me down here to talk to her. It wouldn’t look very good if we were caught in the act.

I pulled back, releasing my beast from her crotch. Reaching for a tissue, I cleaned myself off before putting my pants back on. She groaned, moving tenderly. It didn’t occur to me that she had been fighting with the desk the whole time.

“Next time I’ll put you on your stomach,” I said.

“If there is a next time,” she threatened, stretching her arms and her waist briefly before locating her bra.

We pieced ourselves back together like zombies coming back to life. I ended with my tie, fitting it around my head to secure the knot.
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I WENT STRAIGHT TO the door, prepared to open it and walk out into the hallway. I heard the clatter of her heels against the floor as I reached out for the doorknob. Turning, I found myself backed up against the wall. She didn’t have anything in her hands and wasn’t making another pass at me, but still, I felt intimidated.

“Yes?” I asked, wondering what there was left to say.

“Are you leaving so soon?” she asked.

“I thought our business was concluded.”

“You would,” she snapped, walking back to a black leather loveseat that crouched beneath a giant photograph against the far wall.

“Okay.” I bit the bullet, deciding to see what else she had in mind. “Let me lock the door this time.”

She glanced over her shoulder, giving me a sultry look. I liked the way this was going. Maybe I could fit my piece into her slot more than once that morning. It would certainly cement my desire to help her out any way that I could. And I thought for a minute she was going to shut me down for the rest of our lives.

Flicking the lock, I tried the doorknob just to be sure. No one was going to walk in on us after that; I could relax and enjoy whatever was coming next. I followed her to the couch and sat down beside her. She gave me a wide grin before sliding her legs up across my lap.

I gathered them to my hips, trailing light fingers up and down her calves. She got comfortable, drawing lazy circles in my hair. It looked like we were really going to have a second shot at paradise. This was by far the best business deal I had ever been involved with. I didn’t have to make any concessions, and one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen was eager to get down and dirty.

“So what do you think about the employees?” She brought up the sticking point.

I put my head back against the wall, disturbing her caress. “I can’t.”

“You can’t or you won’t?” she teased.

“Is that why you made love to me?” I asked suspiciously.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she snapped. “I was just wondering how you would perform.”

“And how did I do?”

“You did great,” she said with a smile. “But there’s room for improvement.”

“Ouch.” I clutched my chest, removing one of her shoes to tickle the bottom of her foot.

She squealed, pulling away but loving it at the same time. “Give me that.” She reached for her shoe, slapping me on the shoulder.

“I’d love to take my time with you,” I told her seriously, skimming my hand up to the hem of her skirt.

“And I’d love to stay on as COO,” she countered.

I let my hand drop. If she refused to take a buyout, things would get trickier. I was tempted to give her everything she wanted just for another peek at her sumptuous chest, but that wasn’t good business. I had to restructure the company, or we were just going to face more lawsuits in the future. It was better for everyone; she just couldn’t see it from where she stood.

I was the one who had experience with multiple companies in dozens of industries. She had only this company, only this set of employees. She wanted to help them out, but what she didn’t realize is that their time had come. It wasn’t up to me. If I hadn’t purchased the company, someone else would. And she would be forced to deal with someone much less friendly than I was.

“Can you just trust me?” I asked her heavily. I was tired of arguing.

She studied me, as if trying to decide which of two paths to take. Finally, she settled down in her seat, bringing her leg back to my lap. “Okay. But I am staying on.”

“That’s fair,” I responded. “I’m really interested in your father’s company, just so you know. This isn’t just a regular Tuesday for me.”

“It’s a Wednesday?” she prodded.

“It’s a Monday,” I countered, wrapping my hand around her ankle. It was delicate but strong, just like Alyssa. “I’ve bought twenty-two companies to date. I get them back on track or I break them up and sell off the pieces. I actually thought I would try running Retro for a moment.”

“Should we be grateful?” she murmured.

“I don’t know about that,” I sighed. “I’m just trying to tell you that I think your company is special, and I’m going to give it everything I’ve got.”

She quieted down, looking at me curiously. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“What about this?” She pointed at her chest and then at mine, indicating the relationship we had just begun to build.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “This is a bit of a heavy discussion to have afterward.”

She shook her head, putting her feet back on the floor. I guessed I’d said the wrong thing, and that there would be no more foreplay that morning. Pity, because I could get used to inhaling her perfume. She was such a strange combination of traditional and liberated. She had an unmistakable presence and knew the business inside and out. She commanded a room when she walked in, making all the men acknowledge her skills. And she was just as eager to fuck as any man, stripping down for someone she hardly knew.

Yet with all those points in her favor, she still considered us to be an item. At least, she wanted to talk about whether we were an item or not. It seemed at odds with the take-no-prisoners approach she’d employed just minutes before. But what did I know? I didn’t want to hurt her, but I wasn’t ready to sound the wedding bells just yet.

Neither did I want to disrespect her by assuming that I could just come and go as I pleased. I wasn’t sure what to do, but being honest seemed like the right approach. We’d agreed to work together, and that was something. She dropped the demand that I keep all her workers on and indicated that she would allow me to run the business as I saw fit. Maybe that was enough. It would have to be. I wasn’t in any kind of position to give someone my heart, no matter how sweet and spicy she was.

“Maybe we could just see where this goes?” I suggested. “I really like you, and I think we have chemistry.”

She smiled, rising to her feet like a goddess coming out of the water. “I agree, there is chemistry.”

I smoothed out my pants to brush off the wrinkles that Alyssa had left. My stomach was a stew of conflicting emotions that made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t tell if things were okay between us. She was so hot, and yet I had the distinct feeling that I’d disappointed her.

She walked back to her desk, sat down, and opened her laptop. I guessed that was the end of our interaction. She was dismissing me. I wasn’t sure if I had just made a huge mistake, if we were going to complement each other, or if the initial encounter would be our last.

As we were screwing, I’d thought I had all the answers. It seemed like the only course of action and damn the consequences. Sitting on her sofa not fifteen minutes later, I was a mess of conflicting emotions. There was too much to think about and no way to sort it all out. It felt like I had been dropped into a mine field in the dead of night with no flashlight and no map to help me find my way safely.

With no real plan, I decided to follow her lead. She was done talking for the moment, so I got up to leave. Unlocking the door, I let myself out, experiencing a pang of disappointment that the added security hadn’t been necessary.
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I WENT HOME WITHOUT conferring with Mr. Pierce. He could damned well hear from his daughter that things had been ironed out. I wasn’t sure what her take on the matter would be and didn’t want to catch any grief.

There was a lot of other work to do as always. Retro wasn’t my only project, and there were other irons that needed attending to. I was trying to tie up some lose ends so I really could make space for Retro in my work life. I hadn’t been lying when I said I thought the company was special.

I had a few other companies that were in various stages of collapse. One that I’d bought two years ago kept hanging on. I was about to hand it off to a private equity firm who could deal with the headache because I didn’t want to any longer. It was one catastrophe after another. First an employee filed a false worker’s comp claim, and then there was a theft of building materials. As soon as I straightened one part out, another curled at the tips. I didn’t want any one project to take more than a year and a half, and this one had been dragging on.

I sent a few emails to two different firms I was considering doing business with. Ideally, I would recoup my investment. In the event that wasn’t possible, I could use the hit for tax purposes. I wasn’t going to be hurt in the long run; I was just tired of the whole affair. It ate into my day, leaving me tired and in need of distraction late in the afternoon.

I decided to go to the gym and work out some of my frustrations. As always, I started on the treadmill to warm myself up. But instead of working on the weight machines, I went straight to the punching bag that day.

One, two—I landed my fists squarely against the bag, feeling the firm leather surface bend to my will. Alyssa was confusing, and a study in opposites. She wanted to take charge of a room, and yet when it came to sex, she was down for anything. She cared about her employees and had worked her way up nearly to the top, but that didn’t mean jack. I knew what I was doing, and she was just in my way.

At the same time, I was growing fond of her company. I looked around the gym, half expecting to see her seductive form. It must have been magic that conjured her up because the next second, I got a text. I reached for my phone where I’d left it on the treadmill, picking it up to confirm my suspicions.

Can we meet? she wrote.

Where? I asked.

Where are you? she responded.

At home.

Where is that?

I considered whether I wanted to give her my address or not but decided that it couldn’t hurt. She wasn’t likely to drive over with a bunch of television cameras or try to steal anything. The worst she could do would be to show up drunk after we parted ways. That didn’t sound like such a bad prospect either.

I gave her the address and finished up the last round of uppercuts. I took my shirt off in anticipation of a shower. We hadn’t set a time, but I understood that she was on her way. That gave me maybe a half hour by my calculations if she lived downtown.

Walking up the stairs, I was shocked when I heard the doorbell. It had only been a few minutes. I was in no shape to have visitors, especially not of the female variety. Looking down at myself, I took stock. The only thing I was wearing were my gym pants. They circled my waist with elastic, barely staying in place. I didn’t even have shoes on. It was my home gym; I didn’t always feel the need to come properly attired.

I sighed. Maybe it was just a salesperson that I could chase away before Alyssa arrived. Hoping for the best, I answered the call. It wasn’t a salesperson. Alyssa stood, poised to ring the bell again. Her off-work attire was almost exactly the same as her board room outfit. Instead of a tight skirt, she wore a skin-hugging pair of black yoga pants paired with a cream-colored blouse.

We weren’t well-matched, considering my condition. I grinned at her despite myself. I hadn’t even had time to shower, and I was sure I smelled funky. She seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see her.

“You don’t have a butler?” she stammered.

“No butler,” I agreed.

“What about a maid?”

“It’s her day off,” I said, amused. “She only works three days a week.”

“How do you manage such a big house?” Alyssa took a step back to gaze up at the dimensions of my villa.

“I do just fine. I’m sorry, I didn’t have time to shower. I didn’t think you were this close.” I hurried to get out my excuse for not being presentable.

She paused, as if just realizing that I was nearly naked. Her jaw inched lower, and a fire lit in her eyes. I could see that things were about to happen, so I stepped back from the door to let her in.

She was on me in an instant without waiting to ask for my permission. I scooped her up, getting her pretty blouse all dirty. Since we’d fucked on a desk last time, it was only fair that our second encounter be on a bed. My bed.

She pulled away at the last minute, putting a hand against my chest. “Is this okay? I’m sorry, I didn’t ask.”

“It’s fine.” I tossed the words away
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