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      I remembered exactly where the main office was on the yacht, so I didn’t bother waiting for him to get ahead of me to lead me. Instead, I marched right through the door into the wheelhouse, turned right into the hall, took the five stairs down to the next level, and then turned left to get into the main office.

      As if this thing could actually be called an office. It was how Braden had described it, but in reality it was about twice as big as the largest conference room we had at work, and three times as well decorated. Not that that was saying much. Whoever decorated the charity’s office had thought that burgundy and cream were du jour, so the entire place looked like something out of the Victorian era.

      Still, my point stood. What Braden called his office was at least two hundred square feet, and luxuriously turned out with a circular table in the middle and bookshelves lining all the walls, plus a flat-screen TV on one wall. Which, I assumed, was for slides and such. Though given the fact that the bookshelves in here were all empty, I wondered how much business he actually did on this yacht—and how many slides that TV had actually seen.

      “Do much business here?” I asked, looking pointedly at the empty shelves.

      Braden, who had just come rushing in after me, glanced at the shelves and then the table, his expression a little bit bashful.

      “Not as much as I thought I would, honestly,” he said. “When we first built this thing, I had grand ideas about business meetings out at sea. And then…”

      “And then life got in the way?” I asked, not really interested in letting him finish. “The yacht turned out to be more fun than doing business?”

      Another guilty look at that, and I turned away.

      “Same old Braden,” I mumbled under my breath. “Always more interested in having fun if that’s an option.”

      It had always been that way. Yeah, the guy was phenomenally smart—smarter than almost anyone else I’d ever known—and his creativity was through the roof. He had an imagination that just wouldn’t stop. He’d literally pulled himself up by the bootstraps and made himself one of the richest men in the world with how hard he could work when he put his mind to it. But if there was an option to play rather than work, he always took it. Every single time.

      And then he wound up in situations where he didn’t have his assignments completed or didn’t have the pitch that the professor had asked for or didn’t have a project for the contest he’d entered. In which case, he just stole whichever assignment or pitch or project was closest to him.

      I wondered if he still did business that way. If he made a habit of letting his underlings come up with the ideas just so he could take credit for them. If any of those wondrous apps and social media sites had ever actually been his idea—or if they’d belonged to other people before he got his hands on them.

      I knew for a fact that I was being unfair. But I also knew that I’d earned that right.

      To my surprise, he reached out and grabbed my arm at that exact moment.

      “What did you say?” he asked quietly.

      I tipped my head, my brain having gone so far past my statement that it took me a moment to remember what I had said. Then I did. And it hadn’t been something he was supposed to overhear—because I was pretending not to know who he was. And if I didn’t know who he was, and didn’t have any history with him, then I most certainly shouldn’t have been able to say how he’d always been.

      “Nothing,” I said brightly, reminding myself that I had a responsibility here, and that it wasn’t going to get done if I wasn’t on my best behavior and at least making an effort to get this thing finished. “Just talking to myself about all the work that needs to be done here. On the project, I mean. The project you’re doing for the charity. The donation.”

      Okay Toni, maybe you don’t have to go that far, a voice inside my head muttered. Don’t have to turn into an idiot just to convince him that you don’t know who he is.

      The voice was right. Word vomit had never helped anyone. And I wasn’t usually inclined toward it anyhow. Fewer words were better, as far as I was concerned. So what the hell had got me babbling like a high schooler with a crush?

      The fact that I was still, at heart, a high schooler with a crush, I realized suddenly, registering in that moment the fact that Braden’s hand was still on my arm. He was standing a whole lot closer than I’d realized, gazing down at me with those stunning eyes of his, the heat radiating off his body and seeping right into mine. And there it was again—that reaction from my body, the one that had always been there. The one I’d never been able to control.

      Only this time it was causing words to literally tumble right out of my mouth.

      Get. It. Together. I shouted at myself mentally. You hate this guy, remember? You’re not allowed to get all trembly at his touch when you want to burn holes through his brain with your eyes.

      The problem was, it was awfully hard to want to burn holes through his brain with my eyes when he was looking at me like I was some sort of long-lost treasure, his mouth pulled to one side in something that wanted to be a smile but was holding itself back, his fingers clutching my arm like I had somehow become a lifeline to him.

      Damn it, it was awfully hard to want to do anything but stare back at him and get lost in those eyes when he was doing that.

      “Same old Toni,” he breathed, catching me completely off guard. “You always did turn into a chatterbox when you got nervous. Or when your brain was going places that you didn’t want it to go.”

      I completely froze at that, my mind actually going into some sort of paralysis at the sudden use of my nickname. The sudden familiarity in his voice. The sudden affection in those eyes.

      Then my consciousness came ripping right back and I realized what he’d just said.

      I ripped my arm out of his grip and took three steps backward, the blood rushing to my face. Something told me that there was a way out of this. A way to play it cool and still pull it off. Something else, though, knew that I wasn’t going to do anything even remotely close to that.

      “What?” I gasped. “I didn’t think you… Why didn’t you…”

      “Why didn’t I tell you that I knew who you were right from the start?” he asked, correctly guessing what all of my broken-off sentences were meant to get across.

      He leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms, the picture of a guy who didn’t care that he’d just admitted that he’d been lying to me again for the last hour. “Probably for the same reason that you didn’t tell me that you knew exactly who I was. Because it was going to be hellishly awkward for both of us to admit it and then try to do business together.”

      I straightened, injecting steel directly into my backbone to keep me standing up—and to keep me from launching myself at him like a screaming, hissing cat.

      “And yet you thought it was a good idea to break the news now, when we’re about to actually get down to that business?” I hissed.

      His mouth lifted with that almost-smile again, and he shrugged, his gesture admitting that his timing had been questionable.

      “I got tired of lying to you,” he answered quietly. “And I wanted to see… The truth is, if we’re going to work together, I want us to work together as us, not as Braden and Antoinette, Strangers Who Have Never Met and Don’t Know Anything About Anything.”

      He closed the distance between us, and though he didn’t touch me again—too smart for that, I supposed—he did lean closer to me, moving downward so that we were on almost even footing and he could stare right into my eyes.

      “The moment I realized that you would be the one coming, I wondered whether… whether we could make the same magic we used to make. You know, when we used to be able to finish each other’s sentences and know exactly what the other person was thinking before they even said anything? This donation is one of the most important things I’ve ever done, and I want it to be perfect. I can’t imagine anything more perfect than figuring out how to do it with my old partner in crime. There’s no one else I would have chosen for this. And I didn’t even have to choose you. The universe did it for me.”

      He reached out and ran his fingers down the rim of my ear, the way he’d done when we were dating.

      “What do you think, Toni?” he asked. “Will you help me make this the most impressive donation ever?”

      His eyes came back to mine and he started to flinch—seeing, no doubt, the rage growing in my own.
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      I actually thought she was going to slap me after that, and I flinched backward in response—which, to my surprise, made her laugh.

      “You look like you think I’m going to slap you,” she chuckled.

      I noticed that her chuckle didn’t actually hold much humor. It was more like the way the bad guy in a movie chuckled right before he sliced your head clean off your shoulders.

      And when it came to it… well I guessed I sort of deserved that. I’d gotten carried away in the moment, too excited about the prospect of the charity work—and just as importantly, Toni Reynolds standing right there in front of me. Too intoxicated by the smell of her hair, the blazing green of her eyes. That pert little nose. The rosebud mouth.

      Too comfortable. Too nostalgic.

      And it had made me do something that was quite clearly a mistake.

      “I do think you’re going to slap me,” I said warily, leaning back even further.

      She snorted. “It would serve you right if I did. Don’t you know yet that you shouldn’t touch a woman unless she’s invited you to?”

      She gathered herself and moved to sit in one of the chairs around the table I’d never used. “Or do you live by a different code now?” she asked, her tone sarcastic. “Is it okay for you to touch whoever you want to, now that you’re rich?”

      I gave her a
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