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      Micky

      I cursed my luck a thousand times in the past nine days.

      It started last Wednesday when I was pulled over for speeding, and the cop gave me a ticket for going seventy-three in a sixty-five. Who gets a ticket for going eight miles per hour over the speed limit?

      My dog ran away on Saturday morning. Ophelia the beagle darted between houses and howled ecstatically at her freedom. A neighbor finally discovered her two hours later digging through some trash and wolfing down questionable food stuffs.

      On Monday, I met my new boss—a slick-haired, sharp-featured man with an overly white smile who used words like "synergy" and scheduled meetings at seven o'clock in the morning.

      I spotted a mouse—or worse, a rat—in my garage, heard a family of birds in my chimney, and possibly broken my toe on the coffee table.

      Plus, my stepmother was coming into town this weekend.

      Maybe the cold that flattened me two days ago was just an allergic reaction to recent events…and now this.

      Now—on top of everything—my car battery died. I was going to be late to my brother's house for dinner.

      Sweat trickled over my brow. The September temperatures still hovered above eighty, even as the sun faded. I looked around the emptying parking garage and pulled my cell phone out of my purse to call the auto club and explain my dilemma.

      "Yes, Ms. Llewellyn. We can have a technician there in forty-five minutes to an hour."

      "No chance they'd get here sooner?" I asked, mentally crossing my fingers.

      "Possibly, but at rush hour on a Friday, that's the best we can do."

      It was already after six thirty, and it would take me at least forty-five minutes to drive across Dallas to Pete's house. Being there by seven thirty was way out of the question.

      I swept back the fringe of hair falling dark and damp across my forehead and swiped it with the back of my hand. I hated to be a kink in my brother's plans.

      Technically, Pete was my half-brother, and my stepmother would no doubt see my tardiness, at best, as a result of chronic irresponsibility and, at worst, as a direct personal attack. Lila Llewellyn-Vanoy didn't believe in bad luck—just bad planning and malicious intent.

      I’d given up trying to make the woman happy a long time ago. What Lila thought of me didn't matter anymore. But I didn't want to ruin Pete's evening. He planned to introduce his girlfriend to his mother, and it was important. He told me that marriage to Clarissa was in his near future, and I wanted the evening to go smoothly.

      The thought of being late tensed my shoulders as I slid back behind the wheel of my Toyota Camry. I turned the key again and hoped for signs of life. Nothing. My sigh evolved into a cough. Even though I felt better today, remnants of my cold remained.

      Then, I called Pete.

      "Bad news. My car battery died, and I'm going to be late."

      "Shit. How dead is dead?" Clarissa Langley, Pete's girlfriend, inquired in the background.

      "I turn the key and hear nothing but clicks and the faint laughter of the gods," I quipped. "AAA is on the way. Is your mother there yet?"

      "Not yet," Pete answered before saying something to Clarissa about my car. "She's already checked into the hotel. She wanted to freshen up before coming over." He paused. "She did tell me she'd be here promptly at seven thirty."

      "Of course." I coughed. "Where's she staying?"

      "The Crescent."

      "Of course," I said again as I turned the key again and prayed in vain for a mini-miracle. A sharp knock on my window startled me into a loud curse.

      Crisp green eyes framed by the longest, darkest eyelashes I’d ever seen peered down at me. The chiseled angles of his face mesmerizing until I remembered I was in a downtown parking garage. Alone. Lord only knows what this guy wanted.

      "Who's that?" Pete asked.

      "I don't know. Some man."

      "Do I need to call the police?"

      "Uhhh." I paused and surveyed the man leaning over my car. "I doubt it. Do serial killers wear Hermes ties and look like Cary Grant?"

      "You never know."

      "It's fine," I told my brother. "I'll give you a call when the auto club guy gets here."

      "Sooner if you think you're headed for dismemberment and a crawl space. Or later if he buys you dinner." I laughed at Pete's suggestion before he reversed himself. "Scratch that. I need you here."

      "He doesn't look like the crawl space type. And I'll make it at some point."

      We said our goodbyes and hung up. Without power, I couldn't roll down the window, so I cautiously opened the car door.

      "Hello." The green-eyed man smiled. "Are you having some trouble?"

      "Umm...my car won't start. I've already called the auto club. They're on their way."

      "Oh, well, I'm right here," he turned and pointed to the dark blue Mercedes parked next to me. "I've got jumper cables if you need a start."

      The man tossed his dark blue suit jacket into the passenger seat of his car, removed his expensive silk tie, and began rolling up his sleeves.

      I climbed out of the car and stood next to him, acutely aware of his height. He had to be at least six foot three. He looked down at me even though I wore three-inch heels that heightened my already tall, five-foot-eight frame.

      He was hot. There was no denying that, which made me immediately suspicious. Not that he meant me harm, but in my experience, good-looking, charming men were often times up to no good.

      Slightly shaggy, dark brown hair fell in his face when he leaned over, framing startling green eyes. His smile was warm and gentle. He had a lean but muscular body with broad shoulders and a masculine, athletic grace.

      Heat washed over me, and not from the weather. His tan hand extended toward his car, and I wondered what those strong fingers would feel like on my body.

      God, he's a complete stranger. My throat went dry. I pursed my lips and shook my head like an Etch-a-Sketch to erase the images springing up in my mind.

      "So, do you want a jump start?"

      My body screamed, "Yes!" But, I managed to pull it together enough to answer about my car.

      "I think I do." My voice turned husky as much from the surprising rise of desire within her as from my previous week's illness. "No harm in trying. If that's not the problem, the AAA guy will figure it out when he gets here."

      He popped his hood, then his trunk, and pulled out an emergency kit much like the one I kept telling myself I should get.

      "I keep telling myself I should get one of those," I confessed, stepping between our cars.

      "You should. I bought them for my mom and my sister."

      "Just the women?"

      He laughed and walked back to the front of his car. "All I have is women."

      "How gallant," I replied.

      "I try. Do you have brothers and sisters?"

      "I have a brother. That's who I was talking to on the phone."

      "Are you close?" he asked, shouting as he opened the hood of his car. I got back into my car to pull the lever and pop the hood.

      "Yes, actually," I shouted back. "It would have been nice to have a sister."

      As a kid, I’d often felt alone. I had gone with my mother after my parents' divorce, which meant leaving Pete as well. I would have loved to have more siblings around while I was growing up. People who understood what I was going through and could share the painful experiences of my parents' divorce and subsequent remarriages.

      "I can see that. I always wanted a brother," my handsome savior said, standing in front of my car and reaching inside for the release hatch to raise the hood fully. He fiddled for several seconds, but couldn't get it open. "Hey, do you know how this thing works?"

      I walked up beside him. My fingers probed under the hood, brushing against his in the small space. He smelled incredible – tangy, salty spice. Focusing on the task at hand, I found the latch and quickly released it.

      "You just have to know where to push," I said, looking up at him.

      The heat of his strong body next to mine triggered an acute awareness of his proximity, and I had no choice but to inhale his scent. His brilliant, emerald eyes sparked. I wasn't vain, but I knew men often admired my figure. I ducked my eyes and noticed the top button of my blouse had come undone. I was revealing a bit more cleavage than intended.

      He grinned. "Well, isn't that always how it is." With that, he quickly hooked the cables to each car battery and commanded me to try my key again.

      I turned the ignition and my car rumbled to life.

      "Fabulous," the sexy stranger exclaimed, leaning over the open car door.

      "Thanks so much...?" I trailed off, not knowing his name.

      "Nick." He presented his soiled right hand then withdrew it. "Nick Halden. I work at Winston Stratford."

      I recognized the first two names on the long list of partners in the law firm occupying the top four floors of the building. Now I understood how he afforded the Hermes tie.

      "We'll shake hands another time," I responded after a brief pause. "I'm Micky Llewellyn. I work in marketing at Azur, the tech firm on the fifth floor."

      Nick raised his eyebrows. What did he think I did for a living?

      "Pleased to meet you, Micky."

      "I'd better be going. If I leave now, I can be slightly rather than egregiously late." I rolled down the window and closed my car door.

      "Big Friday night plans?”

      "Not especially. Just dinner with family."

      "The brother?"

      "Yes. And my stepmother, who is a real stickler for promptness."

      "Lovely,” he said with a deep, rich laugh. "Well, I won't keep you, but I will ask you a favor."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "I think you owe me a drink. How about tomorrow?"

      "Owe? That doesn't sound like a favor."

      "A favor in return for services rendered."

      "I can agree to that. But I’m busy tomorrow,” I lied. “Give me a call on Monday." As I dug a business card out of my purse, I knew I should have just agreed, but I didn't want to appear too eager or to rush into anything. That had bitten me in the past.

      So what if I’d probably spend the whole weekend working instead of allowing myself the distraction of drinks with a handsome, successful man who looked like sin in a suit? He was probably used to getting whatever woman he wanted, whenever he wanted.

      "I'll definitely call you. It's not every day I get to be the white knight for a beautiful woman."

      Nick gave me a charming smile that quickened my pulse. Suspicion inched up my spine even as the warmth of his gaze invaded my belly. I had horrible luck with charmers. The last one made my week from hell seem like a hangnail. So I smiled at my well-dressed white knight and backed out of the parking space.

      As I drove off, I couldn't help but take another peek at him in the rearview mirror. Jesus, he's hot.

      Maybe my luck wasn't so bad after all. At least I hoped so.
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      Micky

      After calling off the roadside assistance, I headed up to the north Dallas suburb where Pete lived with his soon-to-be fiancée. It was nearly eight o'clock by the I pulled in front of the two-story brick home because I stopped to pick up a bottle of red wine.

      "Hello, hello!" Clarissa greeted with a smile.

      As I walked through the front door, the warm smell of roast hit me.

      "Mmmm. You've been cooking. Sorry I'm late. How are you?" Before Clarissa could answer, a slow southern drawl drifted toward us.

      "Peter says you had car trouble." Lila shook her head. "I suppose that's to be expected. You really ought to get a new car. I don't know how you drive that thing."

      "Hello, Lila." I summoned the effort to be polite. That "thing" was a Toyota that was barely five years old. Normally, it was perfectly reliable. "I probably just need a new battery, which I'll take care of tomorrow." Pete appeared behind his mother, saying hello and prompting a change of topic.

      "So, I take it you didn't have to wait for AAA. Hermes tie must have been pretty handy," he quipped.

      I laughed, but didn't respond. The image of Nick Halden stuck in my mind—his dazzling smile, sparkling eyes, and tall, hard body. I warmed remembering what it felt like to be next to him. It had been too long since I’d been that close to any man, let alone one as devastatingly handsome as Mr. Halden. I wondered if he would call and then promptly chastised myself. What was I twelve?

      "Hermes tie?" Lila's question brought me back to reality. "What on earth does that have to do with a car battery?"

      "A man who works in my building gave my car a jump start. I happened to mention to Pete that he was wearing an Hermes tie," I explained.

      "That's hardly your usual type. Don't tell me you've snagged a winner this time!" Lila raised her hands to heaven.

      "I know. Will wonders never cease," I countered dryly. I had no interest in recounting the sad tales of my recent love life, but I had to admit I’d kissed a few frogs without exactly fairy tale results.

      Eric. The slime of that relationship still clung to my psyche. He'd had me completely snowed. I should have had a clue that something wasn't right. The abruptly ended phone conversations. The times when he would get a call or a text message and his entire mood would change. Classic signs. Still, I’d been a fool.

      Before Eric had been Stefan. His stealing jewelry from my house had been the first indication of his drug problem. Psycho Dan and his anger issues preceded Stefan. And before that? I didn't care to remember.

      These days, I’d adjusted to a sort of laissez-faire attitude about dating. I didn't have the energy or desire to keep sifting through the bargain bin of men. Plus, my work was becoming more demanding. I longed to change the subject. "Pete, show me the new kitchen."

      Pete took my cue and guided me through his beautifully remodeled kitchen. Old, dingy appliances had given way to shiny stainless steel and laminate countertops to sleek granite. In his hardcore single days, Pete wouldn't have noticed or bothered. The only thing on his countertops had been Styrofoam take-out containers. Clarissa had him thoroughly domesticated.

      Now, Pete spoke like an authority about his kitchen's newly-installed advanced features. He wouldn't know anything about convection ovens without his girlfriend, a gourmet chef with her own catering business. I smiled.

      Pete and I had both grown up with parents who married, divorced, and remarried with alarming frequency. My mother was on marriage number four. Our father was on marriage number three, as was Pete's mother. Our mothers kept trading up for wealthier, more adoring men, and our father for younger, more adoring women. So cliché, and so frightening for the two children who had the misfortune to be born into our parents' mess.

      Pete had been a notorious commitment-phobe until he met Clarissa a few months ago at a friend's house party. She was catering the elaborate affair. One taste of her beef bourguignon, and he was smitten.

      I glanced at Lila as she eyed Clarissa, who was stirring something savory and wonderful in a pot on the stove. As startlingly unsuccessful at relationships as Lila was, it didn't stop her from having strong opinions about the sort of woman Pete should marry. The few times he'd introduced a woman to her, she hadn't been kind.

      "You're quite the gourmet," Lila mused. "I can see why Pete is so taken with you. Normally, he dates tiny little things who hardly eat, let alone cook."

      "I certainly love to cook, and Pete loves to eat, so I guess we're a great match." Clarissa grabbed a small spoon to taste her dish, then discarded it in the sink.

      "I, for one, am very glad. I've never eaten as well as I have since you and Pete started dating," I added. "Just wait until you taste Clarissa's sauces, Lila. She's a genius."

      "That's high praise." Lila eyed me. "Micky has always loved a meal. I used to be so worried about you when you were a teenager. Most men do prefer a slim woman."

      "Micky's always been fit, mother. And I think most men prefer a woman who looks like a woman, not one who eats like a bird and looks like she might peck him to death." Pete interjected. "Why don't we get out of the kitchen so Clarissa can finish up? I've opened the wine in the dining room."

      I headed directly into the other room as Pete guided his mother away from the kitchen. We exchanged glances and the common silent wish that Lila would trend toward being her charming, evasive self instead of the critical, snobbish woman she was often known to be. So far, not so good.

      I sipped my wine. "How are things with you in Jackson, Lila?"

      Pete's mother lived in Jackson, Mississippi, with her latest husband Donald, a former telecommunications executive. He had settled down South for the warm weather, golf, and Lila, who would never agree to live anywhere north of the Mason-Dixon.

      In between rounds, he dedicated himself to keeping his new wife—who at sixty was twenty years his junior—happy. Lila finally seemed content enough to quit trading up and let him.

      "Just wonderful. We had the most delightful party last week. Sort of a farewell to summer. Donald insisted on grilling," Lila paused. "Normally, of course, we leave the cooking to the help. But he does love being master and commander of his outdoor kitchen." She laughed, oblivious to how this might sound.

      "Clarissa thinks cooking for friends is a joy," Pete responded. "I can certainly understand the appeal."

      "Of course. And she’s a professional, not just... Well..." Lila broke off, suddenly realizing what she'd said. "Everything does smell heavenly." She smiled broadly as Clarissa brought in her roast.

      "Thank you." Clarissa smiled in return. "We're just about ready if you want to sit down. I'll bring out the sides."

      The meal went by fairly smoothly, with Lila making an effort to be kind to Clarissa after her earlier insults, and enough wine flowing to keep everyone's mood light.

      "Another wonderful dinner, Clarissa. I may have to get you to teach me a few things," I said, admiringly.

      "Maybe you can cook dinner for Hermes tie." Pete laughed.

      "What is the deal with this guy?" Clarissa asked.

      "Nothing. He works in my building and happened to come out when I was having car trouble. It was very nice of him to help."

      "Who is he? Old? Young? Hunchbacked?" Clarissa asked with a chuckle.

      "Not hunchbacked, I don't think. She said he looked like Cary Grant." Pete moved his eyebrows up and down with the teasing expression of a big brother.

      "Well, that sounds promising." Clarissa smiled.

      "I was just making a point that he didn't look like anyone to be frightened of," I explained. "He's probably about my age, maybe older, and he works at the law firm in my building."

      "Really." Clarissa drew the word out with a plotting tone. "Does he have a name? You can't just keep calling him Hermes tie."

      "I don't see that I'll be calling him anything." I attempted a nonchalant tone, but it clearly wasn’t effective.

      "Oh, come on, dear," Lila said. "Why not? You should make an effort. He sounds perfectly charming. What's his name?"

      "Nick Halden."

      "Nick Halden, as in Nicholas Halden?" Lila laughed. "Oh heavens, he's engaged!"

      "Engaged?" I nearly choked on my wine. What was it with men and their lackadaisical approach to commitment? And why was a pique of jealousy worming its way through me? I had absolutely no reason to be disappointed.

      "Practically. You remember Sheila Moran's daughter, Vivienne? She and Nicholas have been together for ages. I talked with Sheila last week. I've been trying to convince her and her husband to join Donald and me on a Greek cruise in the spring. She won't commit because he and Vivienne are talking marriage." Lila paused. "Apparently, Vivienne has always wanted a traditional June wedding, and Sheila expects to be busy making that happen."

      The twists and turns of Lila's social scene baffled me. I didn't know any of these people. So I speared my meat and tried not let the news about Nick get to me.

      "See there. That's what I've been saying. He helped me with my car, and that was it. Now, shouldn't we be helping Clarissa clear the table?" Anything to change the subject. Draining the last of my wine, I jumped up from the table, and took my dishes and silverware into the kitchen. Pete followed.

      "You don't know that he's engaged. I mean, you're taking my mother's word for it?"

      "Jesus, Pete! You're making too much of this."

      "Am I? The look on your face when my mother said 'engaged.' I thought you were going to drown in your pinot. You keep blushing every time you hear his name." Pete grinned. "Why do you think I keep bringing him up?"

      "Unbelievable." I snapped Pete's leg with a dishtowel.

      "Things go much better when mother focuses on you. Sorry!"

      He wasn't the least bit sorry, but I figured I wouldn't call him on it.

      And engaged or not, it sounded as if Nick Halden—or Nicholas or whatever his name was—was already in a relationship. A serious one at that. What's the deal with asking me out? Just friendly flirting, or was he a player?

      It didn't matter. I couldn't afford to get wrapped up in another drama. My stomach tightened. Eric had seemed like the catch of the millennium at first. He was tall, handsome, sensitive, and charming. Normally, I was buried in the day-to-day of my life and my all-consuming job with its long hours in the office and bringing work home. Keeping the clients happy. Keeping my boss happy. That's what I did every day. All day.

      Then I’d met Eric King through Tony Harcourt, my company's head of sales who worked in the Chicago office. I’d invited my visiting colleague and his friend to a party one weekend in Dallas. Eric and I hit it off, and he introduced me to a new kind of focus—where I was happy. When we were together, it had been magic. The only downside was he didn't live in Dallas, where I’d lived since I finished college ten years ago.

      Fortunately, his job in sales meant he traveled into town at least every other week from his hometown of Chicago, but he always made it home for the weekend to care for his chronically ill mother—or so he'd said.

      "I wish you could just stay the weekend," I said to him once. "If not this weekend, maybe in a few weeks. Isn't your brother visiting Chicago next month? Maybe he can give you a break that weekend." I was kissing his neck, but Eric had stiffened up—and not in the good way.

      "I can't. I wish I could. My sister would kill me."

      I didn't press him. His sister helped take care of their mother during the week, but the weekends were his turn, he always said.

      "I understand. I miss you when you're gone," I said, sliding over to straddle him and bending down to kiss him on the mouth. "I guess we need to make the best of the time we have."

      Eric hadn't said anything else, not that I would have expected a confession mid-coitus.

      I gripped the dish towel harder, thinking about the times I had admired his dedication to getting home every Friday evening so his sister could have a break. It had made me love him even more. I’d offered to come up with him on a weekend to help. When he'd hesitated and evaded, I thought it was because it was too soon to meet his family.

      As it turned out, I wasn't entirely wrong.

      I scraped the plates with a vengeance, thinking more about Nick now than Eric. So typical of a man to keep several lines in the water even though he already had a big one in the boat. I certainly didn't have time to be the plaything of some oversexed, socialite-screwing stud. As I scrubbed away at the pots and pans, I vowed to scrub any thoughts of Nick Halden right out of my mind as well.
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      Nick

      I thought about Micky, the curvy brunette, all the way to dinner. I couldn't help myself. Having drinks with her was both a brilliant and suspect move, but the request had found its way out of my mouth before I could stop it. Hell, if we hadn't both had plans, I could have had drinks with her tonight.

      I shouldn't. I was getting married. Maybe.

      I’d tried and tried to get in touch with my fiancée, but all she would say was that she needed "time." Time for what, I didn't know. Vivienne and I were supposed to be on our way to being Dallas' most intriguing power couple. She had the family and connections. I had the education and ambition.

      The vision of our picture-perfect engagement in a spectacular penthouse apartment in Paris flashed in my mind. I was down on one knee, presenting Vivienne with a very impressive four-carat, emerald-cut diamond ring. She was looking at me intently. Her professionally arched brows drew together slightly, and her bottom lip caught precariously between her teeth.

      She was exactly the woman I’d always thought I’d marry. Stunning. Smart. Well-connected. And on the occasions when she relaxed and let her hair down, funny and even endearing. People didn't know that about her.

      My family had sometimes joked about how formal and composed she was. They didn't see how well our lives fit together. We could go to a ball game together, sit at home watching a movie, go to the opera—anything.

      There was never any drama with Vivienne. There was a comfort and contentment in the life we were building together. We shared the same interests and the same ambition. Her flawless sense of taste and salesmanship helped her build a successful interior design business. She didn't need a husband, but she wanted one.

      After years of chasing slews of women who were hot but crazy, smart but neurotic, or just plain nuts, Vivienne was a dream. A dream I’d seen myself with for the rest of my life.

      I had met her slate blue eyes with an entreating glance.

      "Are you sure?" she’d asked me.

      "Never been more sure."

      "You always have a way of making me feel like the world is ours for the taking," Vivienne said with a smile.

      "It could be if you just say yes."

      "Yes."

      "Perfect." I slipped the substantial stone on her finger, then stroked her hair and kissed her.

      The evening was the realization of the dreams I’d had since I met her at a Christmas charity ball just over a year earlier. I’d outbid her for a fabulous collection of Cabernet from Paso Robles donated for silent auction. Vivienne walked right up to me and asked if she could at least buy one of the rare bottles from me.

      Being quite the player before Vivienne and our engagement, I had suggested we split it over dinner at my place. She hadn't been as hungrily receptive as many other young socialites in Dallas were to my provocative smile, but I’d taken that as a good sign. All the signs had pointed in the same direction.

      One of the best advantages Vivienne had to offer was her father. Tom Moran owned a large, successful private equity firm that bought, sold, and invested in companies. As an attorney specializing in mergers and acquisitions, I appreciated the serendipity of meeting the daughter of Moran Financial's CEO at a premiere social event. Hauling in a big fish like her father as a client was doing wonders for my partnership chances.

      Adding to my luck, Tom recently asked me to look into Azur Technologies as a possible acquisition target. Now, I’d run into someone who worked there. A pretty, sexy someone. I learned to leverage any connections I could.

      From the outside, my relationship with Vivienne and her father might seem mercenary. It wasn't. Approaching Tom about bringing his business to Winston Stratford had been Vivienne's idea. We shared a vision for my success. Smart and capable, Vivienne stood out from the other socialites I’d met. Most of them looked down their noses at me for being born working class in southeast Dallas. Maybe Vivienne's solid standing in Dallas society let her be more adventurous.

      Whatever the reason, we fit perfectly together and were actually friends. I made her laugh. We got along. The passion might not be what I’d had with other women, but our friendship and mutual commitment would last longer than lust.

      The latest developments, however, had me worried.

      Four months ago, Vivienne invited me over to her gorgeous, Tudor-style, lakeside home and calmly informed me our engagement was off. Since then, she'd all but dropped off the face of the earth, ignoring my calls and texts.

      Maybe Vivienne wanted more. I could give more. I would do whatever I needed to do, but I needed her to sit down and talk to me first. Instead, the conversation I’d get tonight was with my prospective father-in-law.

      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel as I turned onto the street housing the small, quiet sushi restaurant where we were meeting. The older man called a few days before and summoned me to dinner. Tom Moran said he wanted to talk business. No doubt that also included a discussion of my engagement to Vivienne.

      People like Vivienne's parents saw their children's love lives as potential mergers. That was a hazard of circulating in the high-toned set living in the enclaves of the Park Cities, Preston Hollow, and swaths of north Dallas. Vivienne resented it, but I always felt like our relationship was of our mutual choosing. Who cared if it also had other benefits?

      It's not like I was the ideal candidate. I didn't grow up with the elite of the elite. My young, widowed mother had struggled to keep a roof over her children's heads, working as a housekeeper and a hotel maid before starting her own business cleaning office buildings. My sister and I joined the family business as soon as we were old enough. I’d spent my early life scrubbing up after people like Tom Moran.

      I pulled up in front of the restaurant and threw my car into park, waiting for the valet. Once inside, I walked around the large aquarium, which sent rippled light across the entryway. The tank stretched for nearly eight feet, separating the foyer from the dining room. Brightly striped tropical fish darted left and right, diving and then surging to the surface. They looked nervous.

      I spotted Mr. Moran in a corner booth. The other man lifted his silver-gray head and smiled in my direction. I strode over, pulling my shoulders back and leveling my eyes on my target.

      "Nicholas. Good to see you. You're looking well."

      "You, too, Mr. Moran."

      "Have a seat. What can I get you to drink?" Vivienne's father blew out a stream of air and studied me.

      "Just ice water for me, thanks."

      "You sure? Friday happy hour." Tom gestured toward the bar area.

      "Yes. Nothing for me."

      "Well, then let's get some business out of the way before we order dinner. What are you going to do about my stubborn little girl?"

      I almost laughed. At thirty-three, Vivienne ran her own business, owned her own home, and managed her own life. From the childhood photos I’d seen, the nearly six-foot-tall blonde hadn't been a "little girl" for quite some time. I supposed a father might always see his daughter in those terms, but I didn't have the same delusions of influence over Vivienne's behavior.

      "I've reached out to her over and over, but I think she needs time."

      "Be careful giving her too much time. You could lose her altogether."

      "I don't think there's any danger of that. She still has the ring. Knowing Vivienne, if she wanted to call the wedding off completely, she'd give the ring back and square things with me. You raised a very direct, plain-speaking daughter."

      Tom drained the clear liquid in his martini glass. "Trust me. I know. But, you should know that Vivienne's mother and I are incredibly supportive of your engagement. We'd like nothing more than to be hosting the wedding of the year next summer. Her mother and I want to make sure that you're just as committed. Hell, it's one of the reasons I wanted to work with you. Keep things in the family."

      Panic knifed through me at the edge in Tom's voice. As my relationship with Vivienne developed, her father had been more and more helpful in advancing my position at work and within the local community. I had the firm partnership at my fingertips.

      Neither of us had ever explicitly stated Tom's business was dependent on the status of my relationship with his daughter. One had simply led to the other. I focused on my breath to keep my heart from pounding, loosening my tight grip on the edge of the table.

      "I'm staying in touch with her and letting her know I'm here for her. She has a preliminary case of cold feet, but I'm not worried. We love each other. It'll work out." I took a sip of water and peered at Tom over the glass.

      "I certainly hope so," he replied. The man's eyebrows furrowed briefly, before his usual congenial smile smoothed his demeanor. "Let's get some sushi ordered. I hardly ever get to eat sushi. Sheila can't stand it."

      I forced a chuckle and grabbed the slip of paper and small pencil the waiter delivered with the menu. Sheila Moran couldn't stand a lot of things. As intimidating as Vivienne's dad could be, he didn't scare me near as much as her mother.

      "How is Sheila? Are you still thinking about taking a big trip next year?"

      "Probably. I'm already going to be taking time off—hopefully—for your wedding. Sheila doesn't understand that I can't step away for every whim of hers. Maybe in the second half of the year. It depends on how the Azur deal goes. How's your research coming?"

      I wasn't prepared to discuss work with Tom. We’d had a meeting only two days before.

      "I may have a direct line to the company," I told him. Perhaps I stretched the truth a little. I doubted Micky Llewellyn was at a level that could offer me real intelligence. An exec wouldn't have a Toyota that needed a jumpstart. Still, she could be an in. When we met for drinks, I’d find out more about her position. At this point, anything might help me.

      "Really?"

      "They do have their offices in our building, and I've run into a couple of people there. Give me a few days to suss things out."

      "Who are you talking to over there?"

      I blanched. "No one at a high level, but they might help me map out the organization, get some insight into how they function."

      "Let me know who it is, and we can check him out."

      I didn't feel the need to correct Tom's pronouns. "Micky. Llewellyn." I tried not to think about the bulldog I’d just let off the chain.

      "Do what you can. And bill me, of course."

      I nodded. The memory resurfaced of the woman's hourglass figure barely concealed by her prim business clothes. I’d had worse assignments than a couple of hopefully informative dinners with a stunning brunette.

      Maybe if I proved my worth to Tom in other ways, I could insure myself against any fallout from a broken engagement—not that I’d conceded on the marriage front. I could get Vivienne back, but I might need to move faster than I’d thought.
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      Micky

      I woke up earlier than intended on a Saturday morning. A disturbance in my bed sheets followed by insistent canine whining pulled me out of bed at 6:30 a.m. I had plans to meet my friend, and co-worker, Taryn Lieber for brunch, but brunch turned into lunch since I needed to take my car in and get the battery replaced.

      Ophelia's barking me out of bed got me to the auto shop by eight, and I finished by ten. After a few errands, I pulled my once-again trusty Toyota in front of Taryn's uptown apartment building at nearly twelve thirty.

      We had known each other since college, and when Taryn was looking for work a few years ago, I found a spot for her at the company. While some might have trouble working with a close friend, Taryn and I were a dynamic duo who managed to keep our personal relationship from ever interfering with our work.

      Now, Taryn's personal life was front and center since she got engaged to her boyfriend of three years. With our work projects consuming most our time lately, Taryn blocked the day to focus on her wedding planning with her two bridesmaids, her cousin, Alexa, and me.

      I got off the elevator and walked down the long, sleek hallway, arriving at Taryn's apartment door and ringing the bell.

      The door flew open, and the petite blonde enthusiastically launched into the agenda for the day. Planning was her forte. What the slim, five-foot-two MBA lacked in size, she made up for in intelligence and dogged attention to detail.

      "Oh, my God! We have so much to do today. I've been hoarding bridal magazines, and I've started a binder and Pinterest page for all the ideas I have so far. This is going to be so much fun," Taryn exclaimed in her rolling Oklahoma drawl, stretching every consonant. Her eyes lit up.

      "It will be." I hugged my friend. It wasn't too hard for Taryn to start pulling together her plans. She'd been kicking around ideas for her wedding even before she met Jeff McConnell.

      Whenever we planned an event in Dallas or anywhere else, she took note of whether each hotel or location would make a good wedding venue. She crossed off beautiful properties because the staff was difficult or extra charges showed up on a final bill. Taryn knew the event and transportation logistics of major resort towns on four continents.

      In a way, all of Taryn's education and career experience had prepared her for this very task. Her wedding will be epic. I was thrilled for her and Jeff, the kind-hearted engineer Taryn met dating online.

      Behind Taryn, I spotted her gorgeous and graceful cousin, Alexa. We met up with Alexa several times when the now-former model lived in New York. I glanced from cousin to cousin, struck again by how different the two looked.

      Alexa stood up from the couch to greet me and stretched to nearly six feet tall. She maintained her fit model figure, but looked a little different since I’d last seen her. Taryn mentioned Alexa now did fitness modeling while working as a personal trainer in Austin. Toned biceps extended from a sleeveless silk blouse. Her curly, caramel hair, naturally streaked with blonde, formed a spiraling halo around the same heart-shaped face Taryn had, but with skin the shade of honey instead of cream.

      "It's good to see you," Alexa said in the low-toned, smoky voice I remembered.

      "Good to see you, too. I haven't seen you since you moved back to Austin. How are you adjusting to Texas?"

      "I'm loving it, actually," she answered. "I live right near Zilker Park with all its trees and trails. I don't miss the concrete jungle at all. Austin is a great mix of the down-home feel I missed from Oklahoma, but without the endless boredom." Alexa laughed and winked at Taryn.

      "Oh, honey, why do you think I moved here instead of going back home?" Taryn asked.

      "Now, aren't we here to talk about you? I can't wait to get you married," Alexa replied.

      "I can't wait to get married. And then we can work on the two of you." Taryn poked me in the ribs and flashed her characteristic sly smirk. Alexa rolled her eyes.

      "Here we go. Why is it that people in love can never leave well enough alone? I'm not even seeing anybody, and Micky doesn't look like she's too keen on your little plan either."

      While love and weddings were in the air—for Taryn and for Pete—I was circumspect about whether marriage was in my future. The idea of settling down with one man and living together—day in and day out—didn't just scare me, it baffled me.

      How did people manage that life without killing each other? Not to mention my own sad experiences.

      No man I’d met managed to turn on the gene so many other women had. They dreamed of having their day as a princess, but to me, ending a relationship with a sparkly white dress and champagne was a foreign concept. Usually, mine ended with tears, ice cream, and a depression headache. I needed men only as interesting distractions from the more enduring aspects of my life.

      However, I had no intention of letting my cynicism dampen Taryn's abundant excitement. After all, Taryn had asked me to be her maid of honor.

      "I'm okay with step one of the plan—getting Taryn and Jeff married. I say we handle that one before we move on. We're starting with your colors?" I plopped down on the living room floor where Taryn had fabric swatches and magazine clippings laid out in groupings around a laptop where she had her Pinterest page pulled up. Alexa grabbed a large, floral print floor pillow from beside the sofa and sat down next to me.

      "Yes, and first thoughts on venue. I'll pick different colors depending on whether we have the wedding at a beach location, at the Arboretum or outside somewhere else, or inside at a hotel or something. I'm leaning toward an outdoor wedding, which will probably mean a destination wedding. We're thinking next July, and Jeff doesn't want to have an outdoor wedding in Dallas." Taryn knelt on the opposite side of the table from her friends, firing her words off like a pistol.

      I surveyed each pile of clippings and samples. Taryn had ocean vistas with pale colors, garden locations with bright colors, and ballrooms with rich blues and black.

      "I like the idea of a garden. Green, with lots of flowers." I picked up one picture. "Where's this? It's beautiful."

      Taryn sighed and looked wistfully at the photo. "That's Chaparral Garden in Napa. I did an event there right out of college before I started at Azur. It's amazing. The food is beyond fabulous. You can do a whole wine-tasting weekend in the area. Funny that you pick up that one. It's a total dream. There's another in Hawaii, but I think that's too far to ask people to go. It'll be easier and cheaper to get flights to San Francisco. Plus, Jeff has family in Sacramento," Taryn said. "The only issue with Chaparral Garden is I don't remember there being a backup option indoors in case the weather doesn't cooperate. That's an absolute must. Luckily, there are a couple of other estates in the area."

      "Sounds like Napa is your spot," Alexa said.

      "We'll see." Taryn got quiet. "It depends on the cost. The more I look at everything, the more I think we may have to pick a roadside motel off I-35 and serve Boone's Farm."

      "Come on. It can't be that bad. Don't you have your wedding stash?" I asked.

      "I do, and Jeff has some. A lot depends on how things go with his business. My mom also said she could give me five thousand dollars."

      "Call that photographer I mentioned. When I told him you were an event planner, he said he could give you a discount if you do a testimonial for him and send some other work his way," Alexa mentioned.

      "That's on my list, and it'll save me some money. Jeff's parents are covering the rehearsal dinner, of course, and said they'd do more if we need it. I'm trying to be practical even though I've dreamed of having a beautiful, unforgettable wedding my entire life. I've been saving money for it since I got my very first job. Now, I'm wondering if I really want to blow this huge chunk of savings on one day."

      "But it's your dream. You'll regret it if you scrimp and don't have a real wedding," Alexa pointed out.

      Taryn glanced at me. "You must think I'm insane. I know you're not the romantic type."

      Normally, I did think it was crazy to spend money on an extravagant wedding. Having a fairy tale wedding was never in my plans.

      In me experience, the more elaborate the wedding, the more disastrous the marriage. Dad’s last wedding was a gorgeous, romantic, and legendary event on the edge of a Hawaiian volcano. There were dozens of hula dancers, performers with blazing fire knives, and four roasted suckling pigs. The marriage lasted seven months.

      Plus, I’d seen friends go tens of thousands of dollars into debt, chasing their princess fantasy. I knew Taryn wouldn't go that far.

      "I don't think you're crazy. In the end, shouldn't you spend your money on things that will make you happy? If you've always wanted this, then we'll make sure that you have the day that you've dreamed of."

      Alexa nodded. “I agree. It's not like you haven't prepared for this. You have to know what's really important to you. I can't imagine not seeing you in the perfect dress, standing next to Jeff with all the pomp and circumstance you deserve. We'll do whatever we can to help you. You know that." She blew her cousin a kiss.

      Taryn scooted across the floor and pulled Alexa and me into a group hug.

      "Thanks," she said before falling backward on the floor and screaming. "It's way too soon for me to be a bridezilla. I can't deal with being so emotional."

      I locked eyes with Alexa, both of us amused. Taryn's legendary flair for drama burned brightly. Too amiable to be a bridezilla, maybe, but I expected Taryn to be weepy, panicky, and then resolute in waves. Exploring the full range of her emotions was her process.

      Alexa redirected the conversation. "What does Jeff want for the wedding?"

      Taryn sat up and threw her hands in the air. "You know, Jeff. He's pretty easy. Olivia has to be a flower girl. He doesn't want to broil in the Texas heat. The food has to be good, and he wants to keep the guest list to people we don't mind buying a hundred-dollar dinner. Other than that, he said I can do what I want."

      Olivia was Jeff's six-year-old daughter from a previous, short-lived marriage. The ex took off when Olivia was two, and Jeff has been a single father ever since. One of the main reasons Taryn fell in love with Jeff was how adorable he was with his little girl.

      The shy engineer who'd spent his childhood taking apart electronics and playing on his computer now spent his Saturdays having imaginary tea parties and going to the American Girl store. From the minute I met Jeff, I knew he was the perfect foil for bubbly, extroverted Taryn.

      "That sounds like Jeff. He's very practical," I said.

      Taryn nodded. "Yes, he is. And he knows what he wants and what matters to him and what doesn't. He's been keeping me sane."

      "You two are great together. Imagine if you hadn't answered his message on that dating site?" Alexa pondered.

      "I know. He seemed so nerdy and reserved. Remember that turtleneck in his profile picture?"

      Taryn and I laughed.

      Alexa's eyes bulged. "You never showed me his profile picture. I must see."

      Taryn scrambled to her computer and, with a few taps on the keyboard, pulled up the photo. "I'm warning you. It's bad."

      Alexa took a peek and raised her eyebrows. "You saw that picture and still went on a date with him? Plus, he had a kid. You used to swear you'd never get mixed up with some guy's baby mama drama."

      "Sweetie, I had a lot of nonsense ideas back then. But other than the references to World of Warcraft, which I had to Google, the honesty of his profile hit me right here," Taryn said, bringing her palm to her heart. "I could overlook a kid for an honest man. I've never been so glad that I let go of all my rules. I can't imagine not having Olivia in my life now, and I would have missed out on the kindest, sweetest, most loyal man I've ever known."

      The look of unabashed love and joy on Taryn's face triggered a familiar twinge in my chest. I couldn't imagine feeling that sure of a man. But, it suited Taryn—a dedicated believer in passion and forever love.

      "You're so smitten!" Alexa grinned.

      "I am. Let's plan my love party. Then we can get started on yours and yours." Taryn agreed, pointing to each of her bridesmaids, but ultimately settling her focus on me. "I have a feeling you're on the verge of a love breakthrough, Micky. I can feel it."

      "What? My wedding? I'm not even dating anybody."

      "Not your wedding. Not yet, anyway. First things first. We'll get you some dates. Then, we'll screen them carefully for drama and mendacity."

      "Mendacity is too fancy a word for what Eric did," I responded.

      "Who? I don't want that man's name uttered in my house. He's history," Taryn declared.

      "The Voldermort ex?" Alexa asked, "He was a big liar?"

      "Oh, let's not even look back. We're talking about the future," Taryn continued. "I'm working on getting you some prospects."

      "I can find my own prospects," I retorted.

      Taryn snorted. "Since when?"

      "Since always. I met someone last night." Whatever Nick's relationship status, I wasn't going to let Taryn get the best of me.

      "You went to dinner at Pete's. Did he invite a friend or something? I need details, woman." Taryn handed me fabric samples for bridesmaid dresses. Alexa turned to me with interest.

      "I met him before I even left work. In the parking garage."

      "Well, he can't be someone from the company. Tell me he isn't. There isn't a decent single man in our office who doesn't play for the other team."

      "Isn't that always how it is? Either married or gay," Alexa mused.

      "I hope not," I frowned. "But no, he certainly doesn't work in our office. He's a lawyer at the law firm above the twenty-fifth floor."

      "How'd you meet him? What's his name?" Taryn ramped up the inquisition.

      "His name is Nick Halden. I told you that a guy helped me jumpstart my car last night."

      "What else did this Nick jump start?" Taryn asked.

      I rolled me eyes. "Can we have this conversation without the double entendre?"

      "Do I ever have a conversation without double entendre?" Taryn countered. "Don't get off topic. So…he helped you with your car. What else?"

      "Nothing," I said. "Except there was an energy. He was flirtatious. He told me I owed him a drink."

      "Okay, okay, this is promising." Taryn bounced in excitement.

      "Don't get too excited. I mentioned his name at dinner last night, and Lila said he's engaged to marry some daughter of one of her well-heeled friends."

      "Forget him," Taryn said, reversing field and looking right into my eyes. "You don't look like you're going to forget. This stuff shouldn't be so complicated. If there's some other woman hovering in the wings, that is not what you need right now. Even if you were just going to have a fling, it's not worth it."

      "I don't know. Flings are fun," Alexa grinned.

      "I'm over flings, and you're right, Taryn. Craziness and I have to part ways. I'm not necessarily interested in him. I only wanted to point out that I'm capable of attracting my own handsome, high-caliber prospects."

      "He's handsome?" Taryn asked.

      "He is definitely handsome. Tall, dark brown hair, and phenomenal green eyes."

      "But you're not interested even though you sound totally hot for Mr. Jump Start," Alexa quipped, dropping her chin and tilting a suspicious squint up at me.

      "No. It was just a little flirting. If he has a girlfriend, he's dead to me," I insisted.

      "Uh huh. Clearly. 'If.' Don't make me get all Ghost on you. Micky, you in danger, girl." Taryn shook her head with doubt.

      "Or you could go for that fling. A little something to clear the mind," Alexa suggested.

      "You two are like an angel and a devil sitting on my shoulders. Again, we're here to focus on Taryn. Helping you with your love party and all. You should be nice, bridezilla."

      Taryn laughed as Alexa raised her index fingers to each side of her head and gave her merriest hell hiss. I wasn't convinced that I could forget Nick, but I would if I had to. Taryn was right. I didn't need any more drama.
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      Micky

      Monday morning started with its usual harried intensity. I woke up early to prepare for a 6:00 a.m. conference call and then headed into the office.

      My company planned to launch a new document management software and mobile application at the annual conference for our sales team and distribution partners in Paris. Between the early morning calls with French colleagues in the corporate office and the meetings with my creative agency on the West Coast, U worked from six in the morning to eight at night practically every day.

      By noon, it already felt like Tuesday.

      "Is it me, or does it feel like we're constantly cramming two days of work into one?" Taryn asked, walking into my office and sinking into a chair.

      "Maybe just consider it living life to its fullest?" I responded ruefully.

      "Oh, is that what it's called? I thought it was just mind-numbing stress. I woke up yesterday mumbling something about PowerPoint. Jeff thought I was losing my mind."

      I laughed. "I know. But just think, in a month, we'll be in Paris, and this will all be behind us. I plan on taking some serious time off."

      The phone rang, and I turned to see who was calling—Winston Stratford, the caller ID revealed—Nick Halden's law firm. Sitting up straight, I breathed deeply to settle my twisting stomach and picked up the phone.

      "Azur. This is Micky Llewellyn."

      "Micky, hello. Nick Halden. Is now a good time?"

      "As good a time as any. How are you?" Taryn mouthed the words, "Who is it?" I just smiled at her.

      "Great. I hope you made it to your dinner on Friday without any other problems."

      "I did. Thank you. I got my battery replaced Saturday morning. All is well." Taryn stared at me, getting more and more curious as it became clear the call wasn't business.

      "Perfect. You sound busy, but I'm hoping you have time to meet for drinks tonight."

      All weekend I thought about what I was going to say when Nick called. Although Lila wasn't the most reliable source, her declaration that he was practically engaged had the ring of truth. I wanted to nip things in the bud if he wasn't honest with me, but at the same time, Nick had seemed very straight forward when we met.

      Maybe I’d just been too gaga to pay proper attention, or maybe he was a rake—my favorite old-timey word for men who misbehave. He was certainly rich and successful enough to be a rake. And, Lord knows, he was sexy enough. It wouldn't be my first rakish man.

      In the end, I figured I’d meet him for drinks and ask him straight up about his situation. If it went no further, it went no further.

      "Sure. I do have to work a bit late, but I should be able to get out of here by six thirty or so."

      Taryn was practically falling off the edge of her seat.

      "Okay, so how about meeting at seven thirty? Have you ever been to Andy's Pub? I've heard good things, but I've never tried it. We could have dinner."

      Before my recent spate of work, my girlfriends and I lived at Andy's Pub. Hell, several years ago, I’d gone on a few dates with Andy—the owner and bartender extraordinaire. Our fling had ended amicably, and I was still a sucker for his perfect martinis. That would be perfect. Andy's was like my home turf.

      "I've been there a time or two. It's a nice spot. Seven thirty it is."

      "Looking forward to it."

      "See you then," I replied, and we hung up. I turned my attention back to Taryn. "Did you get the shipping list from Ben?"

      "Oh, hell no," she interrupted. "That sounded like you were arranging a date with—correct me if I'm wrong—Mr. Possibly Engaged, Sexy Jump Starter. You haven't had a date since the cheating idiot, and you're going out with someone of questionable status?"

      "Not true. I've had dates, but this isn't exactly a date. I owe him a drink."

      "Of course, it's a date. It's an excuse to finagle a date. And what dates have you been on? When have we even had time to go out? The only way you met him is he works in the building. Perfect. Since you practically live here."

      I wanted to argue with Taryn about that last bit, but knew I couldn't. With the launch coming up, I’d been working long hours, and even when I did manage to get out of the office, I worked at home. Although I went on a date as recently as about a month ago, I hadn't been excited about a date in a long time. That scared me. Up until a year ago, I had indeed been thoroughly in love with a cheating idiot.

      While Eric was flying into Dallas and hinting about our future, he had been carefully concealing a wife and young son in Chicago. It wasn't until I’d received a hysterical 2:00 a.m. call from a woman asking whether I was sleeping with her husband that I’d had any idea.

      I never even said goodbye to Eric. I mailed the few things he had in my house—clothes, DVDs, a razor—to his Chicago office with instructions that if he ever contacted me again, I’d geld him. He didn't. Even that was a kick to the gut. Explaining the sudden disappearance of my perfect boyfriend to my family had been an extra embarrassment.

      Lila had shaken her head and given me a pitying look. "Really, Micky. You must take the time to examine a man's pedigree. You can't go tangling up with just anyone."

      Eric hadn't felt like just anyone. I was swept up in the excitement and comfort of Eric's swooping into town with bottles of great wine, cooking her dinner, and spending quiet evenings together in bed. For the first time in my life, I opened myself to someone as completely as I knew how. Catastrophe followed. I remembered the panic and desperation in Eric's wife's voice. The blame.

      I felt sick that even now I had a small twinge of longing. The more my stomach tumbled at the thought of Nick Halden, the more the mistrust crept in. Other than Tony—who'd introduced Eric—Taryn was the only person at work who knew the story about my affair.

      "It's a 'thank-you' drink. That's it. And, well, dinner."

      "And dinner, huh? But it's nothing, and you're not sure you can trust him. Why go at all?" Taryn asked.

      "Because who knows. Lila could be wrong. I'll look him right in the eye and ask him. If I get a hint of deception, he may not even get the free drink."

      "I knew you were interested in him. You get this look I haven't seen in years."

      "I don't know. He is appealing," I admitted, throwing up my hands. "Enough of this. We've got work to do."

      The rest of the day flew by and by six forty-five, the only thing standing between me and my non-date with Nick was a last minute meeting with my boss, Ben Russo.

      I grabbed my bags and stopped by his office on my way out. He looked up when I rapped on the door and waved me in.

      "Close the door," he ordered. I did and sat down, picking an imagined speck of lint from my skirt. Taryn and I sent him an update via email as he'd requested. We were on track budget-wise. Rolling through every aspect of our current project, I couldn't think of any issue that would have me before the firing squad in his office.

      "Did you get our budget file? Things are shaping up," I said, infusing my voice with optimism.

      "I got it. It looks good. There's no problem," he said with a wave of his hand. "I have good news."

      I looked at him expectantly but said nothing.

      "What I'm going to tell you needs to stay between you and me. Only a handful of people know what's happening, and we need to keep it that way until our announcement at the Paris event."

      I furrowed my brow. "The launch? There are already whispers about that in the trade press."

      "It's more than the new software. We have our first customer…of sorts. We've signed on a new resale partner, Midsummer Tech.

      "They're big. And we compete with them in some lines of business."

      "Yes and no. Our products overlap with their low-end, but there's some synergy there. Lots of synergy. They're looking to come down market. We're looking to grow. Together we'll integrate our products for the mid-market, approaching these customers together. More importantly, they have a bigger presence in the U.S. We've been struggling lately to get profitable here, and corporate has reached a tipping point. It's either grow our customer base in North America, or trim staff here. This partnership with Midsummer has to be successful. If things go well, we could merge."

      "I knew we had some growth issues, but I didn't know we'd reached the point where we might have layoffs. We just finished three acquisitions," I countered. Azur had already combined the staff from the different companies and trimmed the payroll.

      "Not 'might.' Will. And it won't be small cuts. They could close the office here and manage everything out of France with a few virtual employees. The next year is critical," he explained.

      I bounced my leg vigorously as I tried to hold my exasperation in check. They'd acquired the new companies to get customers, and yet, a sword still swung over our heads.

      "You can understand why we can't have our entire employee base knowing about this. People tend to panic and stop doing their jobs when they think a change like this is coming. We have to keep everyone calm," Ben said.

      And in the dark.

      "Where do I come in?"

      "I need someone on the team to take point on working with Midsummer and coordinate with them for the event. You'll attend the planning meetings with me and work with their marketing and PR people on joint activities. They'll need to attend our VIP sessions, present to our top partners, and all of that. I need someone strategic and discreet. That's you."

      I sat up straight, my mind racing with ideas even as the consequences of failure infused me with tension. Taryn and I could knock this out of the park. I only hoped Taryn would be involved.

      "I've been working very closely with Taryn. Can I bring her into this? She's handling the detailed logistics. It may be difficult if she doesn't know another company is involved."

      Ben cast his eyes heavenward and tapped his hand on the desk before he finally shrugged.

      "You can let her know they'll be attending as a new partner, but that's it. We want to keep the full picture under wraps. I hope that won't be a problem."

      It would be. We worked well together because everything I knew, Taryn knew, and we split the duties. My boss steadied his gaze on me.

      "No. Not a problem. Thanks for the opportunity." Tamping down Taryn's inevitable suspicion would be the hard part. She had a nose for plots, but I would make it work—somehow.

      "You're my top performer. I know you'll get the job done. This project will position you very well with Midsummer's leadership team. If the acquisition goes through, that can only be good for you," he said.

      My boss gave me a few more details and emailed me some documents I’d review tomorrow to catch up. I exhaled as I walked out of Ben's office. Working on this kind of project could put me in line for a promotion. Even if the acquisition didn't happen, I knew my boss had his eyes on a vice president position, which would leave a vacancy behind him. Higher position, more money. All upside for me if I could swing it.

      My nervousness over the top-secret project collided with my apprehension over meeting Nick for drinks, sending me toward the elevator in a daze. Maybe I should cancel the evening with Nick and get my bearings. I didn't need distractions.

      The vision of Nick's white smile and sparkling green eyes floated in my head. I dismissed the image and swept away any future expectations. I’d meet him for dinner and keep my wits about me.

      Brittany, the receptionist, stood waiting in the lobby outside the frosted glass doors that lead to our offices.

      "Leaving already?" Brittany asked. The chatty young woman knew everyone's business. "There might still be daylight."

      "I know. For once, I'm getting out of here before the cleaning crew shows up," I replied as the elevator doors opened.

      "Micky. Heading out?" Nick Halden stood in the elevator with his suit jacket and tie tossed over his muscled arm. His crisp white shirt was open at the neck and perfectly tailored with the sleeves casually rolled up and no doubt concealing a monogram. He looked powerful and confident, but relaxed. Wits, wits, wits. I repeated the mantra to myself as I followed Brittany onto the elevator.

      "Hi, Nick. Yep. Trying to get out of here." I suppressed a smile at Brittany, who eyed Nick the way a dog stares down a pork chop. "I have
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