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He groaned. This was torture. Being trapped in a room with a beautiful woman was just about every man’s fantasy, but he had to remember that this was just pretend.

Allyson Smith has crushed on her boss for years, but never dared to make a move. When she finds herself without a date to her brother’s upcoming wedding, Allyson tells her family one innocent white lie: that she’s been dating her boss. Unfortunately, her boss discovers her lie, and insists on posing as her boyfriend to escort her to the wedding.

Playboy billionaire Dane Prescott always has a new heiress on his arm, but he can’t get his assistant Allyson out of his head. He’s fought his attraction to her, until he gets caught up in her scheme of a fake relationship.

One passionate weekend with the boss has Allyson Smith questioning everything she believes in. Falling for a wealthy playboy like Dane is against the rules, but if she’s just faking it what’s the harm? 
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Allyson Smith swung the baseball bat as hard as she could. When it hit the ball, she instantly regretted it. The ball flew through the air, headed right at her boss’s head. 

Her eyes widened. She called out to him, but it was no use—it seemed like everything slowed down under the stadium floodlights. The ball inched closer and closer to Dane Prescott’s gorgeous face. That perfect face that had been on the cover of every tabloid in New York City. That face she needed to stay intact if she had any hope of surviving the upcoming weekend from hell. 

Her brother’s wedding was this weekend. If there was a chance of getting her meddling family off her back she had to get a convincing photo of her and Dane looking cozy together. Bit tough to look cozy in a photo if your pretend boyfriend’s sporting a black eye, or has blood shooting out of his nose. 

“Mr. Prescott, look out!” She raced to him, the heels of her stilettos sinking into the wet grass.

Somehow in her desperation to get her family to back off she had inadvertently let it slip out that she was dating rich, sexy Dane Prescott. Of course, she wasn’t. Dane dated heiresses and aristocrats, not forgettable assistants like her. Her family didn’t know that, so a photo might get them to leave her alone for once. But first, she had to save his face.

Dane ducked. The ball whizzed over his head and he turned to watch it sail off into the distance, lost somewhere in the outfield. 

She wobbled unsteadily on her feet, tripped forward, and crashed into him. Panic gripped her at the thought of getting mud on his expensive suit. 

He caught her, his huge hands wrapped around her waist, keeping her from dragging him down. “I’ve got you,” he said. 

His words sent the strangest thrill through her.

The sensation of his big hands holding her steady made her head swim. They had never touched each other like this before. The closest she and Dane had come to any sort of intimacy had been on those rare days he needed his jacket pressed and she’d helped him take it off.

Dane blinked down at her, his blue eyes hypnotizing and seducing, making her forget they were still on the job. She so often forgot. “You know, first base is that way,” he said, gesturing towards the plate. He smiled that dazzling smile of his, and she practically melted against him. 

The hand that was still on her waist burned through the flimsy fabric of her blouse. Whenever he was near Allyson became painfully, heart-stoppingly aware of him. Aware of his towering presence, and that muscular body that he had molded from college hockey and a lifetime in the gym. The CEO of a sports equipment company had to look his best, and Dane was no exception.

There wasn’t a day that he didn’t left her completely breathless. And tonight, in the stadium, she barely dared to breathe. 

At the sound of applause a few yards away, he released her to join in the applause. He was clapping. For her. The British executives who had crowded on the grass to watch their little demonstration seemed to approve. 

Dane was still smiling as he put his hand on the small of her back to guide her towards the executives. 

“That was most impressive, Ms. Smith,” John Handel, the Vice President of Handel and Company, called out as they approached.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Allyson played softball in high school,” Dane informed the executives. “That’s why she’s got such a great arm.” 

She smiled. It was nice of her boss to talk her up, especially since it didn’t happen very often. Not because he didn’t notice her, but because of how demanding their work was. Most days they could barely catch their breath, much less find the time to lay on praise. 

Dane motioned the executives towards the line of hired servers who were waiting with refreshments by the empty stands. As the executives scurried across the grass, Dane took her gently by the elbow and lowered his head. That was the sign that one of their private conversations was about to start. This was her chance.

After three years of working as his executive assistant, Allyson knew Dane’s habits better than she knew her own. She leaned in close to him, getting a whiff of his familiar clean, crisp aftershave. 

“I think that went well, don’t you?” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his perfectly-tailored gray pants. His gray suit was immaculate, Italian, and cost more than most people made in a week. To Dane Prescott, 33-year-old billionaire CEO of Prescott Global, that was chump change.

“They seem happy,” she breathed, her voice so soft she almost didn’t hear herself. He made her that nervous. 

He reached to push back a stray lock of hair that had fallen over her eyes. She trembled at the close contact. Dane was always so obsessed with the smallest detail. He didn’t miss anything. 

“And I owe it all to you,” he said with a smile that made her face heat.

She lowered her eyes, hoping he wouldn’t see the blush in her cheeks under the floodlights. “I’m sure you would have come up with something, Mr. Prescott.”

“I doubt it. All the best ideas come from you.” 

Her idea to have the visiting Brits come down to the world-renowned Prescott Park was probably a good one, though she had a hard time admitting it. Most of the time if they had deals to make with VIP guests, Prescott Global sent them to play golf, eat at some fancy restaurant, or go to one of their factories out of state. But British executives could play golf anywhere. Where else could they get the chance to see the majesty of New York’s iconic baseball stadium, Prescott Park, which had been owned by the Prescott family for generations? So, after a tour of the city, they were now at their final stop of the day. Prescott Park. 

“Maybe we could take a photo,” she suggested innocently.

“Great idea; we’ll get some group shots with the executives.” 

She groaned inwardly. A group photo was the last thing she needed. After convincing her meddling family that Dane was not just her boss, but her boyfriend, her family had naturally demanded she bring him to the wedding. Fat chance of that happening. It’s not like she could waltz into her boss’s office and ask him to be her pretend boyfriend for the weekend. She’d be fired, and utterly humiliated. 

So, her best bet was to send a photo of them looking blissfully happy together. And that idea was now going up in flames as she and Dane walked across the grass towards their British guests. Everyone started posing for photos and every time Allyson opened her mouth to suggest she and Dane take a photo together, another executive would talk over her.

Fifteen hellish minutes passed, with her posing in her dangerously high stilettos, a fake smile plastered on her face. 

“Would you two like to take a picture together? Just the two of you?” Handel pointed from Allyson to Dane. If Allyson could have reached out and kissed the old man, she would have. Instead, she pulled her cell phone out of her skirt pocket and handed it to Handel.

“I’d love to,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound too eager.

Dane appeared beside her. Her heart started racing. The crazy plan she’d concocted might actually happen, but she had no idea how to pull it off. Anxiety gripped her. They rarely got this close to each other. If she started canoodling with Dane like an idiot, he’d know something was up. But if she just stood there like a wet fish, there was no way of convincing her family.

With shaking hands, she stood as close to him as she dared. He slipped his arm around her shoulders, bringing her close. The weight of his powerful arm made her stomach do somersaults. She forced herself to smile through the anxiety coursing through her.

Handel snapped a few shots and handed back her cell phone. She thanked him and started furiously typing a text message to go along with the photo, making sure to send it to her brother and her parents. She even sent the photo to her older sister for extra measure. There! Now they’d get off her case and she could fly solo at the wedding in peace. 

“You look awfully pleased with yourself,” Dane murmured.

His voice made her practically jump out of her skin. “Oh shit, Dane; you startled me.”

He tilted his head, an amused expression on his face.

Allyson gasped. “I’m so sorry! I meant ‘Mr. Prescott.’” Crap, what had she said? 

He chuckled. “No problem. I know we’re still working but you can let loose a little, Allyson.”

“Of course. It’s just—”

“Got a lot on your mind?” he finished smoothly. His bright blue eyes locked onto hers. There was a mischievous glint in them, as if he’d caught her out. Discovered her secret. She felt like a naughty child under his gaze. “Why are you so jumpy today, anyway? That’s very unlike you.”

Dane missed nothing. His attention to detail had been the undoing of a lot of people in the corporate world who thought they could cross him. Hard work and transparency were what won him over. Not backstabbing and cutting corners. And tonight, she had double-crossed him. Used him to tell a lie. Guilt gnawed at her.

She bit her lip, trying to think of a lie. “It’s nothing.” 

“There’s a chill in the air.” He started to shrug out of his jacket to hand it to her. “You’re probably freezing. How did I not see that before?”

He was right. There was a nip in the late spring air. But she’d been so desperate to pull off her little scheme that she’d hardly noticed. 

“Thank you.” She slipped his jacket on. It was so big it practically swallowed her up. She dropped her cell phone into one of its pockets. There was something so dangerously intimate about wearing his clothes. Something so familiar between employer and employee. 

Allyson looked up into his blue eyes. Found herself lost in them. Again. In the beginning, she had tried to tell herself the butterflies he gave her were just a single girl’s reaction to her handsome new boss. That wavy blond hair contrasting with his tan skin and sea-blue eyes would make anyone notice. Everything about him reminded her of a day at the beach. He was warm, golden, and so very tempting. His presence overwhelmed. “Aren’t you cold, Mr. Prescott?” 

Dane held his hands up. “Allyson, that’s enough. You don’t have to think of me every minute of the day.” He shoved his hands into his pockets again. “Any weekend plans?”

She swallowed hard. Making small talk with her boss was so nerve-wracking. It was much easier to just talk about work. “I’m a bridesmaid at my brother’s wedding.”

“That’s terrific. Congratulate him for me. He’s the lawyer, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Mom and Dad are so proud.” She cringed at the bitterness in her voice. Her parents never let her forget how accomplished her brother and her sister were. James was a lawyer, and about to get married to a neurosurgeon. 

Meanwhile, she was nothing more than a lowly assistant. Granted, she’d managed to snag a swanky New York apartment, but she was still hopelessly single. Something her family never let her forget. 

“But you’re not?” Dane’s words dragged her from her thoughts.

“No, it’s not that. I meant—”

“Sometimes parents can be impossible on us,” he said. “My bloomin’ parents are. I totally understand if you’re kind of reluctant to go to this wedding.”

Before she could answer, one of the executives called to Dane. 

“I think it’s time to go,” he said. “We can stop by the office to get our stuff, and then I can drop you off at home.”

“Thank you so much.” He was always so good to her. The job was demanding, but Dane respected his employees. After saying goodbye to the executives, she and Dane walked towards the company car. Her stomach was in knots. The thought of betraying him made her insides churn.

He helped her into the passenger seat and drove away from Prescott Park, back to company headquarters. The office was closed for the day but, as always, there were still employees who had stayed behind to work overtime.

When Allyson arrived at her desk outside Dane’s office, she slipped out of his jacket and handed it back to him. She turned her focus to her desk where she made sure to set aside important documents, grabbed her handbag, found her apartment keys, and started searching around anxiously for her cell phone.

“Looking for this?” 

She turned around to find Dane leaning against his office door, holding up her cell phone. His eyebrows were pressed together, the rest of his face unreadable.

Her heart sank. Oh, shit.

The next words he said made her want to disappear into the floor. “What’s this about me being your boyfriend?”
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Allyson was never at a loss for words.

He couldn’t remember her ever not having a classy, or smart, response. But as Dane gazed at her darkly, her mouth fell open and no sound came out. He had no idea if she was trying to come up with a lie, but she must have had enough good sense to know he wasn’t going to buy whatever story she told him.

“Well?” he demanded. What right did she have? He ignored the inner voice inside him asking what right he had to look at her phone.

She swallowed hard. “L-Let me explain.”

“I’m waiting,” he said sharply.

“I lied to my family about you.”

He stared at her in amazement. So, she wasn’t going to cook up some story. That, at least, he could admire. “What did you lie about?”

She smoothed the fabric of her tight skirt, her hands shaking. It was probably taking a lot out of her to face what she’d done, but he wasn’t going to make this easy for her. She’d broken his trust, and he deserved to hear why.

Allyson cleared her throat. “I told my family you and I are dating. I’m sorry. Really, I am. I’m very ashamed of my behavior.” Her gorgeous green eyes were glistening. The last thing he wanted was for her to start crying and make a scene out here in the open.

“In my office,” he said coldly. “Now.” He held the door for her as she stepped into his luxurious office and walked across the plush carpet to his glass-topped desk. 

She stood in front of his desk, waiting. 

He sank into the chair behind his desk and motioned for her to sit down across from him. She sat down, crossing her shapely legs. It was distracting. But then, everything about delectable Allyson Smith was distracting. From her razor-sharp black bob haircut down to the sinful six-inch stilettos she wore every day. 

As his assistant, she was not someone to be trifled with. Countless men had underestimated her, thinking they could pull a fast one on his sexy assistant. But Allyson was ultra-professional, took no nonsense, and wasn’t easily rattled. In fact she was downright uptight, which is why he’d rarely gotten details of her personal life. 

With a sigh, Dane set her cell phone down on his desk. He hadn’t been snooping or prying. After she’d returned his jacket he pulled the phone out to check his messages, thinking the cell phone was his. To his utter shock and horror, he’d discovered Allyson had sent the photo of them together at the stadium with the message: Here we are together at Prescott Park! Dane’s so upset he won’t make it to the wedding, but he’s sending flowers and a gift. Isn’t he the best boyfriend?

Aside from the fact that the thought of being sexy Allyson’s boyfriend had made his brain momentarily short-circuit, it wasn’t like her to betray his trust. There were two people in the world he trusted. Himself and Allyson. “What were you thinking?” 

“I wasn’t thinking. I was selfish. I’m so sorry.” Her voice was shaky, but she hadn’t started crying yet. 

“Why lie?” 

“It’s like you said. Parents can be hard on us.” She lowered her eyes.

“Hard enough for you to have to come up with something like this?” 

She nodded. “My parents don’t like what I do for a living.”

He scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. You work for me.”

“That’s not good enough for them.”

“But dating me is?”

“Apparently, yes. I can date you, but just being your assistant isn’t good enough.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess they feel it’s too lowly. It’s beneath me—”

“You’re not lowly,” he said in annoyance.

“I’m an assistant. Even your own mother called me glorified help,” she pointed out.

He cringed. She had. Not to mention his mother was also dead-set against renewing Allyson’s contract. Some drama about John Handel’s daughter not taking a liking to Allyson. While Allyson had charmed Handel earlier tonight, his daughter was the ultimate key to getting Handel and Company to sign off on a merger with Prescott Global. 

Dane had been on a few dates with Handel’s daughter, and things had fizzled pretty quickly. He wasn’t interested. However, Katherine Handel had the sort of pedigree his mother adored. The Handels were British aristocrats, Katherine had been a champion equestrian, and now she was the key to a merger that could open a whole new market.

“I have no excuse for my mother,” he said. “Some of her beliefs haven’t exactly kept up with the times.”

“She isn’t that different from my parents,” she said softly.

If Allyson’s parents were anything like his, he could understand the pressure she was under. Still, he’d never had to lie like this to keep his parents satisfied. Probably because he just let his mother set him up with whatever heiress she managed to sink her talons into. With each passing year they got blonder and thinner. Not that he could knock anyone for looking after their appearance. He spent enough time in the gym. But with each new bottle-blonde, he found himself comparing them to Allyson. 

His assistant wasn’t the delicate, wispy, aristocratic type. Allyson was dark-haired, with an hourglass figure. She dressed well, but in her own style. He didn’t know much about fashion, but sometimes he caught himself looking at something he knew she’d wear. The heiresses all dressed like carbon copies of each other.

He crossed his arms. “Why didn’t you tell me you were having problems with your family?” 

She stared, her green eyes flashing with confusion. “We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

He held up her phone. “Your text messages say otherwise.”

Her cheeks flushed a becoming shade of pink. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, making her entire body wiggle in all the right places. Dane forced himself to focus on her green eyes, and not let his gaze go further down. “I took liberties that I shouldn’t have,” she said, “and I’m sorry.”

He narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing her. This was stressful for her. If she was willing to jeopardize her job to keep her family happy, he could only imagine how difficult things must be for her. Still, she’d violated his trust and he wasn’t going to abide that. Not even for Allyson.

“There are going to have to be consequences for this,” he said.

Her lower lip trembled but she sat up straighter, throwing her shoulders back, her head held high. “I understand if you have to terminate me.”

“This behavior is unacceptable.” He steepled his hands under his chin, deep in thought. His mother had been breathing down his neck about her displeasure over Allyson. Came up with every excuse in the book to let her go. She spent too much time with him. Didn’t understand the nature of the job. Wasn’t fast enough. 

All of it nonsense, because he knew the problem was that Allyson was the woman he saw the most, and neither his mother nor Katherine Handel could stand it. His mother planned on talking to him about Allyson’s contract this weekend. Something he dreaded.  

“What if I were to accompany you this weekend?” he asked, a sudden burst of inspiration hitting him.

She gasped. “You can’t be serious—”

“Why not?”

“It’s absurd.” Her eyes had grown big, the green inside them darkening. 

Damn, she was sexy. He leaned back in his chair. “What’s absurd is having to lie to your family. How long have you been keeping up this charade anyway?”

She swallowed. “About three months.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Not very long.”

“I think it’s the pressure of the wedding,” she said softly. “James is the youngest, and he’s getting married before me.”

“So why not bring your rich, dashing boyfriend to the wedding?” He winked and smiled, liking the idea more and more by the second.

“There’s no way I could put you through that kind of trouble.” Her cheeks went pink again, and from the way her bosom was heaving she was breathing hard. 

Very.

It was distracting. I wonder what she’d be like in bed—

He cut off the thought right away. Not appropriate. Then again, this entire situation wasn’t appropriate. It didn’t matter. He’d never seen his steely, uptight assistant so flustered. She was downright frazzled. He didn’t know why, but her response was a turn-on. 

Probably because he was the one inciting the reaction.

A weekend watching her in her natural element with her family was very tempting. He’d get to see her outside of work. Watch her let her hair down.

“It wouldn’t be any trouble,” he reassured. “And whatever you decide, I won’t be terminating you for this.”

“You won’t?” She stared at him, taken aback. “But, I’ve betrayed your trust—”

“Are you asking me to punish you?” Damnit! He hadn’t meant for that to sound suggestive. But from the way her face reddened, he could swear her mind was going there. An affair with his assistant was completely out of the question. He’d never dated a colleague, and certainly never a direct subordinate. Besides, that kind of scandal could torpedo the entire merger with Handel and Company. Prescott couldn’t weather a botched merger like this. 

Fantasizing about Allyson was just that. Fantasizing. He simply wanted to help her out of a difficult situation. And maybe get them both the hell out of town before his mother showed up.

He might be the company CEO, but he didn’t have absolute power. His parents were on the board, and if his mother needled his father enough the two of them could put a wrench in Allyson’s contract renewal. 

With this hanging over her, letting his parents know about Allyson’s scheme would mean her contract would be as good as dead. But he needed to be sure about his mother’s plans. Needed to come up with a plan of his own now that her job was in greater jeopardy. 

He’d let Allyson in on it if he could, but such discussions were confidential until they came to a decision. It drove him crazy to keep it from her, but maybe getting out of Dodge for the weekend was a happy accident. A way to get time back on his side.

“No, it’s just...I feel terrible about what I did,” she said. “And I couldn’t possibly ask you to cover for me by coming as my date.”

“You’re not asking,” he pointed out. “I’m offering. I understand if you’re turning me down—”

“Well,” she interrupted, “if you’re genuinely offering, what would this entail?”

He smiled. “We show up together, looking blissfully in love.”

“Oh.” She stared at him, her incredible green eyes meeting his. 

“Where is the wedding by the way?” he asked quickly, trying to steer the conversation away from anything romantic.

“Upstate. In Greenville. The wedding will be at the Rose Bloom Wedding Barn, and the reception and rehearsal dinner will be at the Greenville Lodge—”

“Barn?” he practically choked. “We’re going to a wedding in a barn?”

She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “It’s really very nice. I’m helping to plan everything, you know.” 

“I see.” His mother would be aghast at the whole set up, but it was probably best to change the subject. “I’ve wintered at the Greenville Lodge many times. I assume we’re staying there?”

She let out a soft laugh. “Wintering...I’ll never get over how rich people just spend entire seasons in a new place.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “My family’s been going there since my grandfather’s time.”

“We won’t be staying at the Greenville Lodge,” she informed him. “We’ll be staying at the local inn. One of those motel chains.”

“Absolutely not.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“I refuse to spend a weekend at a motel chain.” He didn’t give a damn how pompous he sounded. He had to agree to the barn thing, but he drew the line at a motel. 

“It’s what my family can afford,” she said in irritation.

“New plans.” He rubbed his hands together. “We’ll be staying at the Greenville Lodge.”

“That place costs fifteen hundred dollars a night.”

“Fine.”

“I can’t stay there while my family stays at the motel,” she insisted.

“Your family won’t be staying at the motel. They can stay at the Lodge with us.”

“They can’t afford that,” she repeated.

“It’s on me. Everyone can get a room at the Lodge.” He shrugged. Why did she look ticked? What was the big deal?

“There’ll be twenty guests.”

“So?”

“That’s thirty thousand dollars for one night,” she said shrilly. “Most of us planned on staying the whole weekend so the family could have some quality time.”

“So that’s closer to ninety thousand dollars, then.” He grinned, trying to tease her.

“Are you out of your mind?” she demanded.

Okay, not funny to her. “You said it yourself. You can’t stay at the Lodge without your family. I have now solved the problem. Unfortunately for you, you’re my assistant. Which means you’ll be the one calling the Lodge on my behalf to make the reservations.”

“But...but the Lodge is probably already booked,” she sputtered.

“That’s their problem. When a Prescott calls, they’ll do what we ask.” 

“But what about all the reservations at the motel? We can’t just leave them in the lurch.”

“We won’t. I’ll just pay for the rooms for the weekend and they can do whatever they like with them.”

There was a horrified expression on her face. “You can’t do that.”

“Says who?”

“You can’t just change the rules like that to get what you want,” she said. “Mr. Prescott, that’s throwing your money around.”

“Dane,” he said firmly.

She blinked. “What?”

“I’m your fake boyfriend. Naturally you’d call me by my first name.”

“Not in the office.” She rolled her eyes. “Not if we were trying to keep our relationship secret.”

“Ah. About that,” he began, trying to figure everything out. “I’m going to need you to keep this weekend under wraps. If the press got wind of it the publicity might not be good for the merger.”

“Of course. I’ll make sure my family is discreet.”

“Excellent. So, it’s all settled then.” 

She frowned. “Is it?”

“You can call the Lodge tomorrow morning to make the reservations,” he said. “I guess we need to bring a wedding gift. You mentioned me sending a gift in your text. What was I supposed to be bringing?”

She blushed again. Reminding her about the text seemed to do that. He stored that in his mind for later. Getting a reaction out of her was almost impossible to resist. “I had bought a sandwich toaster—”

“A sandwich toaster?” He stared at her in absolute horror. “You were going to pass off a sandwich toaster as my gift to your brother?”

“It’s what I could afford,” she said, irritation in her voice. “Some of us can’t rent whole lodges on a whim, you know.”

He reminded himself to fight for a raise for her when he got down to meeting his mother. He’d made certain that Prescott paid its employees top salaries, but it was now obvious that they could do better. “I don’t expect you to get them a house, but seriously? Who would believe that I’d get them a sandwich toaster?”

“Maybe I didn’t plan this ruse all that well,” she admitted. “But the gift was supposed to be from you and me. I figured if we were together we’d split the cost.”

“So, if I was your boyfriend you wouldn’t want me to buy things for you?” He stared at her, now curious.

“It’s not that I wouldn’t want it. Gifts are always nice. It’s just that I wouldn’t expect you to buy things,” she replied. “It’s not right to take advantage of your—or anyone’s—kindness.”

He rolled his eyes. “Kindness is when someone with very little gives all they have. But getting pretty things for the woman you adore is what a man is supposed to do.”

“You’re kidding, right?” She tilted her head, like he’d said the most outrageous thing.

“No.” He frowned. “You’re my girlfriend. I buy you nice things. I take you to nice places.”

“Um...I don’t know how to tell you this, but most men in this town hate having to pay for dates.” She laughed. “You’re definitely one of a kind.”

Now he was curious. “How much does the average date cost?” 

“The last date I was on cost, like, thirty dollars,” she admitted.

“You’re joking. No wonder you’re single.” He hadn’t meant to be so direct, but he couldn’t imagine a woman putting up with that. Thirty dollars. What kind of cheapskate couldn’t even fork over thirty dollars to impress a woman as gorgeous and headstrong and smart as Allyson? Who on earth would rather spend their night at home alone rather than romance her?

“I don’t expect guys to be ATMs,” she insisted.

“Thirty dollars?” He could barely contain the anger in his voice. “Look, I’m probably out of touch but that’s just unacceptable.”

“It’s not a big deal,” she said. “It just sucks when they expect stuff in return.”

“Stuff?” He put his hands up. “Please don’t tell me these bums expect sexual favors for the pittance they pay to spend time with you. Not that it would be any better if they spent a fortune.”

“Some of them expect it.”

“No wonder you lied,” he said. “If that’s what I had to put up with, I’d probably make up a fake boyfriend, too.”

She laughed. “You’re the most old-fashioned guy I know.”

“And proud of it,” he said, loving the sound of her husky laugh. “I get that you don’t want me to spend a ton of money—”

“I don’t want the gift to be so obviously one-sided,” she said firmly. “I want it to be from both of us. An expensive gift would be from you. Not me. Not us.”

His pulse quickened at the way she said us. “So, a car is out then—”

“What?” Her voice went all shrill again. “Are you serious?”

He laughed. “I wish I could say I was joking, but I did entertain the idea.”  

“Well, please un-entertain it, Mr. Prescott—”

“Dane.”

“We’re still at work.” 

“Nobody’s around to hear. Please call me Dane.”

“All right.” She paused. “Dane.”

His name on her lips turned him on more than he had ever been in his life. One word from her and he was already fantasizing all the ways she might say it. All the ways she might whisper it in his ear. Moan it, if he ever got the chance to pleasure her. 

She’d said his name earlier tonight, and it had made him crazy with desire. But she’d corrected herself. This time she was following his command. He reached for the knot in his tie to loosen it. The temperature in the room was suddenly boiling.

She glanced at her watch. “It’s getting late. I think we can discuss the gift tomorrow before we leave. Don’t buy anything without consulting me.”

He grinned. “All right, I won’t. We can make arrangements tomorrow morning, bright and early.” He rose to his feet. “And I’m taking you home, remember?”

“Thank you,” she said with a smile.

He picked up her cell phone and crossed the room to hand it to her. She blushed again, but said nothing as she turned to walk out of his office. He stepped out after her and they headed downstairs to the Prescott Global parking lot. As he got behind the wheel, he reminded himself that this was all just pretend. This was one weekend. Allyson was a professional and so was he. Under no circumstances would this get serious, and there was no way they would ever be anything more than what they were pretending to be.
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“I need you to sign this contract when we get there.” Allyson pulled out a document from the folder in her bag.

Dane kept his eyes on the road as he drove his luxury car up the highway heading to Greenville. They’d been driving for the better part of an hour now to Greenville Lodge. His brow furrowed. “What contract?”

She hesitated, nervous about talking about something so awkward. “It’s about what we’re doing. Our pretend relationship.”

He laughed. “Are you serious? What are the parameters?”

“This isn’t a laughing matter, Mr. Prescott; I’m trying to protect you.”

“Dane,” he reminded her.

Warmth spread across her cheeks. This was already impossible. She hardly got a wink of sleep last night after Dane dropped her off at her apartment. The guilt she felt over dragging him into her lie had her tossing and turning. 

So far, her family sounded excited about Dane coming. Allyson made arrangements earlier this morning, and Dane had been right: The Greenville Lodge was more than happy to make accommodations for him. Her parents and brother had all contacted her during the day to let her know they were already at the Lodge. 

She had no idea how they were going to pull this off, when she couldn’t even remember to call him by his name. Just being in the same car made her jumpy. How on earth were they going to pull off something like this? She was terrified that her family would see right through them.

She felt a hand on her knee, and she stared down to find Dane patting her gently. 

He put his hand back on the wheel; the absence of his touch left her with a tiny ache inside. “It’ll be fine,” he said reassuringly. “Your parents will probably be so focused on your brother and the bride that they won’t even notice us.”

“You obviously don’t know my parents,” she said. “Anyway, the contract states that we’ll be keeping this up for this weekend. Neither of us will disclose the truth to anyone. Oh, and...”

“Yes?”

Her hands trembled, but she couldn’t find the words.

“Spit it out,” Dane said.

“No sex.”

The expression on his face didn’t change, but she could swear his knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Right.”

A deafening silence fell over them. Sweat formed on her brow. This had to be the most awkward, embarrassing moment of her entire life. If he didn’t fire her by the end of the weekend, she would consider it a miracle. “I told you this was a bad idea.”

“No, you have every right to protect yourself—”

“Actually, I wrote that clause with your safety in mind,” she said, giggling. “You’re doing me a favor, and I want to keep things professional.”

“Of course. Is there anything else?”

She glanced at the contract. “No gifts over five hundred dollars.”

“You know, Allyson, you’re usually the one who picks out gifts for clients, and you’ve never once tried to put a limit on the amount I spend.” 

“That’s business. This is personal.”

“Right, well, I brought a gift to go along with your toaster,” he said smoothly.

She groaned. “Don’t tell me you packed a yacht somewhere back there.”

He laughed. “I brought along a nice bottle of wine. Very old. We can all drink it at the reception.”

“What kind of wine are we talking here?” She raised her eyebrow. “How much does a bottle cost?”

“I don’t know. Seven thousand dollars?”

Her eyes nearly bulged out of her head. “What?”

“I didn’t buy it,” he said. “It was a gift from one of those racehorse owners. You know the ones who switched to our stopwatches and did an ad for us?” 

She sighed. “Fine. But no more gifts for the bride or groom, okay?”

“Does that contract say anything about gifts for you?”

She groaned. Damn it. “You really are the most impossible man,” she grumbled.

He grinned. “I aim to please.”

*  *  *   
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THE GREENVILLE LODGE truly was magnificent. As Dane helped her out of the car she took in the surroundings, the sprawling property bathed in the golden light of approaching dusk. The main building stood before them, a huge luxury log cabin surrounded by shrubs, trees, and blooming flowers. A stone walkway led from the driveway up to the front entrance. 

Behind her a valet was already taking their luggage out of the car and heading inside, while another got behind the wheel to drive the car to the other side of the property.

Allyson spotted some of her family members at the landing of the steps that led to the main building. She groaned inwardly. Surrounding her mother were her sister-in-law-to-be, Holly and, worst of all, her sister, Monica.

Dane was instantly at her side and he took her shaking hand in his. She stiffened at his touch, surprised to find him touching her. She knew they were pretending, but somehow part of it felt a little too real. “I recognize your mom,” he whispered. “Who are the other two?”

“Holly is my brother’s fiancée, and the one in the sunglasses is my sister, Monica.” 

“Not a fan of Monica, are you?” 

She turned her head to look at him. “How could you tell?”

“You’re staring daggers at her, and you squeezed the hell out of my hand when you said her name.” He grinned and leaned in to kiss her forehead. She stiffened again. The sensation of his lips on her skin spread warmth across her skin, but trepidation made it impossible for her to enjoy it. 

“Relax, Allyson, I’ve got you,” he said under his breath before he waved at her relatives. They waved back. 

He tugged gently at her hand and she started to follow him up the stone walkway and then up the short flight of steps to the landing. Her heart hammered so loudly she was amazed he couldn’t hear it. She wished so desperately that she had his confidence and easy charm. Being around her family made her stomach knot up.

“You’re finally here,” her mother said, her arms outstretched. “It’s so great to see you two.” 

Allyson slipped out of Dane’s grasp to give her mother an awkward hug. Then she turned to her relatives. The hug she gave Holly was genuine. Smart, sweet, and driven, Holly was the perfect match for her brother; Allyson was genuinely happy that James had found her. 

When she was pulled into Monica’s cold embrace, her sister said, “I can’t believe you managed to pull this off. I was starting to wonder if this billionaire would ever show up at all.”

Her words stinging her, Allyson quickly pulled out of Monica’s grasp to reach for Dane’s hand. She didn’t stiffen this time, probably because she was so glad that there was at least someone on her side. Someone she could count on. She made introductions, and watched as Dane gave each woman a hug and a peck on the cheek.

“It’s so good to see you again, Mrs. Smith,” Dane said to her mother. They had met at a work event last year. “You look lovely.”

“Thank you. And thank you so much for inviting us to the Lodge,” Mrs. Smith said. “It’s so beautiful here.”

“You’re welcome. Honestly, you can all thank Allyson. It was her idea.” Dane turned to her and winked, then dazzled her with a smile.

Her heart warmed. She knew what he was trying to do: Make her look good in front of her family. Maybe, just maybe, things would go off without a hitch.

They headed into the lobby which was designed in a luxurious, but rustic, style. The entire place was decorated in wood and stone, the scent of cedar in the air. They approached the front desk.

“It’s so wonderful to see you again, Mr. Prescott,” the receptionist said with a warm smile. “You and Ms. Smith will be in the Rose Room this weekend.”

Allyson felt her face heat. She knew this moment was coming. When they’d be taken up to a room of their own. She had no idea if she dreaded it or was thrilled by it. An entire weekend sharing a room with her handsome boss.

After settling things with the receptionist, she and Dane started to make their way upstairs to their room.  

“Meet us in the Great Room in an hour for the rehearsal dinner, you two,” Monica called. “We have so much to catch up on.”

Allyson squeezed Dane’s hand tightly and didn’t let go until they made it to their room. Rustic and cozy, their large room was fabulously decorated in wood and stone accents. From the glass door that led outside, she could see a fire pit and a hot tub, a stone path leading to a forest in the distance. A huge fireplace took up the far wall and a huge king-sized bed was on the opposite wall.

She stared at the bed, desire and apprehension racing through her. “We have to figure out the sleeping arrangements. I don’t mind taking the couch.”

Dane came up behind her and wrapped his powerful arms around her waist. The sensation of her back pressed up against his hard chest heated her. His lips brushed against her bare shoulder, and she’d never been so glad to have chosen a sleeveless blouse in her life. “You know, Allyson, you really need to relax,” he whispered.

“I do?”

“Yes. You’re tense. You jump fifty feet every time I touch you. And what the hell is the deal with your sister anyway?”

“My mother adores her. It’s like the meaner she gets, the more Mom loves her,” she replied bitterly.

“That’s terrible,” he said, his breath warm against the bare skin of her neck. “You seem much more relaxed now.”

“That’s probably because there’s nobody around gawking at us.” She pulled out of his embrace to turn and look at him. Being under her sister’s watchful eye filled her with anxiety. 

“I don’t think your sister buys that we’re together.” 

She bit her lip. “Maybe we need to practice.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Practice?”

She cringed. “Never mind. It’s probably a bad idea.”

“No, I want to hear your idea. What do you mean?”

“I was thinking maybe if we kissed a few times it might break the tension.” She tried to keep her tone causal, but her insides were turning to jelly. What an insane and ridiculous idea. Dane would obviously shoot it down.

He smiled, wrapping his arms around her again. “I’m game if you are.”

Damn.

Her pulse quickened and heat spread across every inch of her skin. This was so very wrong, but her body pressed up against his felt so right. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and stared deep into his brilliant blue eyes. If she wasn’t careful, she might lose herself in those eyes. Lose herself in this game they were playing. Allyson had to remind herself over and over that this wasn’t real.

She nodded. “Yes. I’m game.”

They stared at each other for a moment, the tension between them mounting, the very air filled with electricity. 

“You can kiss me whenever you’re ready,” he said gently.

She realized that he was waiting for her. Would only do this if it was what she wanted. That touched her. Made her feel safe in his arms. Arching her back to propel herself forward, her mouth met his. He pulled her closer and she clung to him, using the strength of his body to make her brave in this moment.

His lips parted, welcoming her in. Her tongue slipped into his mouth, gently exploring. Before she could stop herself, a low moan escaped her throat. That spurred him on. He took over, his tongue colliding with hers as he kissed her deeply, expertly. The kiss turned from tender to bruising, his hot mouth making her his, his tongue possessing her. He kissed her like it was his last kiss on earth, like there was no one else and all he wanted was this. She ran her tongue along his teeth, across his tongue. She nibbled on his lower lip and he groaned. When he abruptly broke the searing kiss she was breathless, her mind a fog. Every shred of good sense had vanished; in its place was stark, indescribable need.

Nobody had ever kissed her like that. And now all she wanted was more.

“That was quite a kiss.” He was breathing heavily, his eyes blazing with desire. “We should probably sign that contract now.”

Her heart was racing so fast she thought it might explode out of her chest. He was right, of course. Better to sign the contract with that no-sex clause before things got out of hand. She had never for a second thought that Dane might be attracted to her, but she knew it now. There was no denying it. A kiss like that couldn’t be faked.

She reached for her handbag on the bed and grabbed the contract and a pen. 
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Dane took the pen from her and set the contract down on a nightstand to sign it. The feeling of her lips on his still lingered. Just a moment ago he’d held her quivering body in his arms, but now the moment was gone. Which was for the best, because if she had been eager for it he might very well have gotten into bed with her, consequences be damned. That was how much the kiss affected him. 

If the kiss affected her Allyson didn’t show it, because she was back to being businesslike as she scribbled her signature on the contract. But it must have affected her. The way she kissed him with so much passion was enough to let him know that she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

She put the contract back in her bag and reached for one of her duffel bags. “I’m going to take shower before we head back downstairs for dinner.”

He nodded. “Okay. I’ll unpack.”

She headed into the bathroom, hips swaying. Dane had to tear his gaze away from her rear end. He groaned. This was torture. Being trapped in a room with a beautiful woman was just about every man’s fantasy, but he had to remember that this was pretend. No matter how unforgettable their kiss was, this could not go on beyond the weekend.

His phone rang and he reached into his pocket to answer it. “Hello, Mother.” He set his phone down on the nightstand to put her on speaker while he unpacked his bags.

“Where are you?” His mother’s voice, clipped in her upper crust Massachusetts accent, barked through the phone. 

“Out of town.”

“Out of town? Well, that’s a fine idea,” she snapped. “I thought we agreed to meet for lunch.”

“No,” he said evenly, trying to hide his annoyance. “You suggested we meet and I said I’d get back to you.”

“Actually, you said that assistant of yours would get back to me,” she said. “Speaking of which, Katherine Handel is in town and we must talk about Addison’s contract.”

“That’s Allyson,” he corrected. Now he really did sound annoyed.

“Does it matter?” she asked with an exasperated sigh. “Her contract renewal is coming up, and I think we should let her go. Your father agrees.”

“No, Katherine thinks we should let her go because you’re both trying to set us up again, and because Katherine is jealous of Allyson. Sounds like you’re ready do whatever Katherine says.”

“I am not,” she said. “This is about the merger. We want the Handels happy. Katherine doesn’t approve of the way your assistant has been doing things, and I agree.”

He scoffed. “Like hell it is. This has nothing to do with the merger—”

“Do you want this merger to go smoothly?” his mother demanded.

“Of course, I do.” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

“So, it’s simple. We’ll just have to let Addison go.”

The door to the bathroom suddenly swung open, revealing Allyson dressed in nothing but a towel, anger flashing in her green eyes.

“I’m going to have to call you back,” he said to his mother.

“You’d better. Honestly, Dane, you are far too sentimental about that girl. Goodbye, darling.” With that she hung up.

Allyson took a step towards him, her lower lip trembling. Then she said the words that made his heart sink. “You told me you had no intention of firing me. Why’d you lie?”

She looked stricken. Her face was pale, and the disappointment that flashed in her eyes cut through him. Damn it, why did his mother have to call today? 

Dane took a deep breath. “You’re not getting fired.”

“But your mother just said—”

“My mother is throwing her weight around. There’s nothing to worry about.” 

“You’re doing it again.” 

He crossed his arms. “Doing what?”

She held the towel tighter around her. He made certain to keep his eyes on her face. Indulging in watching a scantily-clad Allyson wasn’t good for either of them. “You’re acting like the rules don’t apply to you.”

“What rules?” 

“Do you hear how arrogant you sound right now?” 

“Allyson, there’s nothing to worry about.” It wasn’t exactly true. After all, three people had a vote in whether her contract was renewed—his parents and himself. But there was no use in scaring her before a decision had been made. He would fight for her, smooth things over with his parents, and everything would be settled.

“Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t happy with my work?”

“That’s ridiculous. You know how I feel about you.”

Her eyes widened. “And how do you feel?”

He sighed. Now he’d done it. They weren’t arguing about his mother’s phone call. Not really. This was more than business now. This was about whatever it was that was happening between them. Something they had suppressed but the kiss had managed to bring out of them. He wasn’t going to ruin their fake relationship by letting anything real happen. “I’m satisfied with your work,” he said finally. 

“Is that all you have to say?” 

“Yes.”

Silently she walked over to the bed, grabbed her other bag, and marched back into the bathroom. He heard a loud jet of water go on in the shower. He really had made a mess of things, but what more was there to say? Dane couldn’t very well tell Allyson he was attracted to her. It wouldn’t solve anything. This was just a passing fantasy. People often developed feelings for people they worked with. Eventually those feelings would fade. But he’d been attracted to Allyson for three years now. And that attraction got stronger by the day. This weekend hadn’t helped to cool whatever was raging between them. 

He’d wanted to get her out of town to avoid his mother’s meddling. If anything, getting away from work had only made that worse. He’d thought seeing Allyson in her element might be a distraction. But the only thing being close to her did was make him more infatuated with her.

He was clicking through TV channels when she came out of the shower in a short cocktail dress, her hair swept into an up-do, her heels dangerously high as always. She was mouthwatering, her red lips turned down in a sexy pout.

She said nothing to him as she whipped out her cell phone to start chatting to one of her relatives. Probably Holly, by the sound of it. He took that as his cue to get into the shower, and after he showered and changed he found her on the deck outside, gazing at the night sky.

“Ready?” 

She turned to him, her sinful body in that tiny dress driving him crazy. “Yes.” 

They said nothing more as he escorted her downstairs to meet her family. He sensed her turbulent emotions as she introduced him to the rest of her family, including James, the groom, and Holly’s family who were Greenville locals. The rehearsal dinner was laid-back, the two families very welcoming. After dinner, Holly invited him and Allyson up to her room.

Holly led the way to her room, Allyson’s mother and her sister Monica bringing up the rear. “I need some thoughts on the dress and the makeup I’m wearing tomorrow. Plus, I need Dane because I want an unbiased man’s opinion.”  

“When are you two going to be getting married?” Allyson’s mother asked the moment they all stepped into Holly’s room.

Allyson flushed and he pulled her close, trying to give her some support. She didn’t stiffen this time but she looked downcast, as if the question distressed her. “Is there ever a day you won’t ask me when I’m going to get married?”

Her mother’s eyes widened. “Well, now that you finally have a boyfriend I thought it would be okay to ask.”

“That’s private. Besides, nothing I do is ever good enough anyway,” she said softly. Somehow, he felt that was meant for him. Not that he blamed her. She worked so hard at Prescott, and now her job was under threat because a jealous aristocrat couldn’t stand to be rejected.

“If you only applied yourself more,” her mother said. “Maybe go back to college and do something of use; then you’d have more to show for all the work you’ve done. Just look at Monica—”

“I’m not Monica,” Allyson replied in a small voice. “Can’t you just be happy for me, for once?”

“I think we should focus on Holly’s big day,” Dane cut in. “We’re here to help Holly.”

Allyson buried her head under his chin, holding on to him tightly. Underneath his touch he felt her trembling, as if being with her family was taking a toll on her. It made his blood boil. The way her mother spoke to her was so patronizing and condescending. That dig about her getting married was downright cruel, especially in front of company. It was almost like her mother liked putting her down in front of people. 

Holly threw open the huge closet. “I had wanted to see how my gown would look in motion, but it’s so awkward to do that when I’m wearing it.”

“You could record yourself wearing it,” Allyson suggested.

“I don’t know. I can’t get out of my own head when I watch footage of myself.” Holly pulled the white gown from her closet.

“Why don’t you get Allyson to try it on? That way you can see how it moves,” Monica said, sounding a little too cheerful.

Allyson frowned. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“Unless you don’t think you could fit into it.” Monica’s voice was still syrupy-sweet, but Dane detected a cruel glint in her eye. 

Allyson’s shoulders sagged; Monica’s words clearly wearing her down. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

She headed into the bathroom with Holly and Monica, leaving Dane behind with her mother. He didn’t like how Mrs. Smith talked to Allyson in front of him, but he didn’t want to be rude, so he sat down to chat with her while they waited for Allyson to come back out.

When she did, Dane’s heart stopped. 

The white gown fit Allyson perfectly, skimming over her curves. The dress was sleeveless, close-fitting, and covered in pearls and rhinestones. Underneath the glow of the bedroom light, Allyson shimmered. He’d never seen anyone look so beautiful, so dazzling. 

His heart raced, and he had to remind himself that the gown wasn’t hers. 

And she wasn’t his.
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He was looking at her like she was the only woman in the world. She felt like a princess under his intense gaze. His eyes swept up and down her body, and it was as intimate as a caress. It did a strange thing to her insides. Made her feel like she was glowing all over.

“Honestly, Allyson, you look like a dream,” Holly squealed behind her. “Why don’t you step out onto the balcony so we can get a photo?”

Holly, bless her, was totally oblivious to the tensions boiling over in the room. Monica was scowling, probably upset that her plan to humiliate her sister had backfired. Allyson knew what her sister was up to, reminding her of the fact that she wasn’t going to be the one walking down the aisle. That she was older than James but he was getting married before her. The dress was so tight it cut off her circulation, but Allyson wasn’t going to let on. It felt good to have Monica seething for a change.

Even Dane seemed dazed. “You look beautiful, Allyson.”

She smiled, and stepped out onto the balcony to pose while Holly snapped photos and filmed some footage with her phone. Then Holly raced back into the room to chat excitedly about wedding plans with Monica and her mother-in-law-to-be.

Dane joined her out on the balcony. “I think Holly’s really excited about this dress.”   

“She’s got another dress,” Allyson informed him. “She was trying to decide because she planned on wearing one for the ceremony and another one for the reception.”

His eyes widened. “There’s another gown?”

“Yup,” Allyson said with a nod. “In the bathroom, she said she was sure she’d wear this one to the ceremony after seeing me in it, but I’ll have to try on the next one just to be sure.”  

“She seems happy.” He turned back to the room where Holly was still happily chatting with Mrs. Smith and Monica.

“She does,” Allyson said wistfully.

He put his hand on her bare shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll have your day someday.”

She sighed and stepped out of his hand’s touch. “The older I get, the less likely I think that is.” She was 29, fast approaching 30, and a chance at what Holly and James had still seemed so far out of reach. Allyson knew she wasn’t an achiever like her brother the hot-shot lawyer, or her sister the cardiologist. Her parents were professors. And here she was, stuck being an assistant to a man she could never have. 

He gave her an incredulous look. “Allyson, I’m older than you and I’m not exactly over the hill.”

“Expectations are different for men.” 

“Fair enough,” he said. “But a lot of people get married older.”

Silence fell. Talking about marriage with him made her feel strange. Made her giddy and apprehensive. Standing under the stars by his side, dressed
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