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			“What gives you the right to turn up where you were never invited? All because I dared to walk out on you?”

			Darcie rose on tiptoe to slam her truth right into his face. “There was never going to be a good time to leave you. There is always some imperative deal you’re working on, you’re always pushing for more.” Part of her admired him for that. She’d learned from him.

			Defeat swelled within her. Overwhelming, horrific defeat that brought forth bitter blame as the implications sank in. Her application to care for Lily would have to be delayed. Lily who was so little, so lost, so lonely—Lily who mattered more than anything.

			“You can’t think about anyone beyond yourself,” she berated Elias. “It is always about everything you want and need and it always has to be right now. Well, I have wants and needs too, and I needed to get married. Today.”

			“If that’s the case, then let me fix the problem I’ve created.” He seethed wildly. “You need to get married today? Then fine. You can marry me.”

		
	
		
			For Soraya—again and always! I’ll always be grateful for your whip cracking and cheer!
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			CHAPTER ONE

			ELIAS GREYSON HADN’T just mastered the art of avoiding inconvenient emotion, he’d perfected it—effortlessly ignoring not just his own, but that of all others. To be unmoved in the presence of histrionics made all decisions—be they business or personal related—clinical and easy. Rage, recriminations, pleas or guilt trips didn’t penetrate his armour. No matter the provocation, Elias Greyson didn’t overreact, didn’t get riled, and definitely didn’t make snap decisions in the heat of the moment because he always ensured any heat was eliminated from important negotiations. Emotional reactions led to poor outcomes, he found. A measured, rational, controlled response was right. And if he were occasionally accused of being a cold-blooded, ruthless bastard, so be it.

			But today Elias was having a rare, imperfect day. Irritation burned up his spine—an irritation that had been building for the last two weeks. He checked the clock on his computer and said irritation roiled higher. He gritted his teeth. Of all the days for his ultra-efficient assistant to finally fail him. He was flying from London to the US in a few hours and he wanted everything organised ahead of take-off. His latest acquisition target, a venture capital firm based in San Francisco, was proving a difficult fish to hook. While the company would be useful for Elias to push further into the North American market, its chief exec, Vince Williams, considered ‘values’ to be important. The old man’s diligence searches went beyond company balance sheets all the way to any prospective raiding CEO’s silk ones. Apparently perfect Vince had been married to his childhood sweetheart Cora for over fifty years and was known to disapprove of a party lifestyle. Elias wasn’t quite the playboy he’d been a couple of years ago but apparently the fact he was still single was enough to cause ‘concern’. It was ridiculous and Elias would be informing Vince of the fact face-to-face at their meeting tomorrow.

			He would also be taking over the firm regardless. But he’d prefer the acquisition not to be hostile, which is why he’d wanted everything squared away in an impeccably prepared offer that would be impossible to refuse regardless of anyone’s ‘values’. So the last thing he needed was to be let down by his primary assistant a few hours before departure.

			Darcie Milne had never been late. Not once in the two and a half years she’d worked for him. Usually she was seated at the desk just outside his office before he even arrived, and he arrived early. But that chair was still empty. He snatched up his mobile. The text messages he’d already sent her remained unanswered so now he actually phoned her. It went straight to voicemail.

			‘I need you in the office. Now.’ He stabbed the screen to end the call.

			Five more minutes crawled by. His supposedly superior ability to ignore inconvenient emotion slipped as a sliver of worry crept in and splintered his concentration. Had something happened to her? Every muscle tensed. Where the hell was she?

			At that exact moment his office door was flung open. Darcie Milne stalked in and slammed the door behind her.

			Elias stared, rooted to his seat, jaw hanging. Because Darcie Milne was not wearing her customary office attire of loose-fitting white shirt, even looser grey trousers and boring brown brogues. In the dreary uniform’s place was a knee-length cream-coloured skirt and matching jacket. Both of which were a little too large on her frame, but that skirt offered a very rare glimpse of her ankles and calves and creamy skin. The room temperature shot up at least ten degrees.

			He forced himself to shut his mouth and lift his gaze, but she wasn’t looking at him anyway; her focus was on his wide wooden desk between them. She’d not looked him square in the eyes once in the last fortnight. That had irritated him, too. He’d gone for so long without being bothered by her. Frankly he’d been proud of the degree to which he’d remained impassive to her presence. Until two weeks ago, that is. Because two weeks ago she’d—

			‘What the hell time do you call this?’ he growled, refusing to think of that night. But the effort cost him his customary cool.

			‘You don’t remember anything outside of the current deal, do you?’

			Shocked by the uncharacteristic bite in her tone, that unfamiliar irritation almost overwhelmed him. Darcie had never given him moody attitude. She—like he—was usually calm. She was diligent. Dutiful. Sure, she sometimes challenged him but only when required, only ever about business and always very coolly. She was quite often correct, too. Not that she was some docile doormat, more an efficient, aloof automaton. One he refused to look at for too long. Only today—now—he stared at her. Hard.

			‘What’s going on?’ he clipped.

			She put a file on the desk before him. He could see the familiar neon sticky tags she preferred and the neat notes in her clear print.

			‘I’ve narrowed it down to five. That ought not to be too taxing for you to have to interview,’ she said.

			‘Interview?’

			‘The applicants for your executive assistant.’

			‘You’re my executive assistant.’

			She stiffened and her expression was different again. ‘Have you really forgotten the resignation letter I emailed you a fortnight ago? I left a paper copy on your desk, but I know you read the email. I got the receipt.’

			Oh, he’d not forgotten. He just knew his rights. He glared at her grimly. ‘Your contract requires three weeks’ notice. As you sent your letter only a fortnight ago, there’s one week left.’

			‘But as I have so much accrued annual leave owing I’m taking the last week of my notice period as a holiday. You’re paying the remainder of my accrued holidays out.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s a lot.’

			Something rippled beneath his skin at the unashamed defiance—sass—in her reply. She’d never crossed that line. Not until that night in Edinburgh.

			‘So you’re going on holiday now?’ he asked. Where was she going in that ill-fitting cream suit—a nunnery?

			‘Correct.’

			Elias had lost many employees in the past and initially he’d been determined not to give a damn about Darcie’s unexpected decision to depart. Then he’d decided to get her to change her mind. But he’d not addressed it with her directly yet. Truthfully it had taken more assimilating than he’d expected, especially after that other issue.

			But while he refused to beg, he couldn’t stop himself from testing her loyalty. ‘You realise it’s a terrible time.’

			‘It’s always a terrible time,’ she said, her voice clipped. ‘There is always some massive deal on the table that you need everyone all over. It wouldn’t matter when I handed in my notice. It was always going to be an inconvenience to you.’

			‘It’s far more than an inconvenience.’ The admission growled out.

			‘You’re being dramatic,’ she said crisply. ‘You’ll be fine. You always are.’

			His jaw dropped. Dramatic? ‘Not fine.’ He scrambled to keep on track. ‘You know this deal is—’

			‘Imperative? Vital? Does the company’s future hang in the balance because this is the biggest deal you’ve ever done?’ She cocked her head and actually rolled her eyes at him. ‘They always are, Elias. But admit it, this one is all but sealed. The meeting tomorrow is a mere formality. You don’t need me there. You don’t need anyone. Besides, I bet you’ve already lined up the next deal and doubtless it’s even bigger than this one. Am I right?’

			He stared at her. Who was this woman? Where had calm, capable Darcie gone?

			Her mouth twisted. ‘I knew it. There’s no final deal for you. You’re always on the hunt for the next passion project before you’ve finished with the one right on the table in front of you.’

			His skin tightened. Passion project? Was she talking business mergers or personal ones? Elias made no apology for his voracious appetite. At least he was honest about it. Which was more than she was. There was passion and hunger within Darcie, too. He’d known that from the moment he’d met her. He’d just been pretending not to remember ever since.

			‘I’ll double your salary.’ Somehow the offer slipped out.

			But it didn’t have the desired effect.

			Storm clouds swept into her eyes, enhancing the blue, and he couldn’t have moved if he’d tried. Because then Darcie put both palms down on his desk and leaned across it to vent. ‘I have given you almost every hour of every day for nearly three years. I’ve never before denied you. But enough is enough.’

			He blinked, shocked by her sudden vitriol. Darcie was never emotional at work. Not even when she’d worked thirty-one hours straight and was paler than tracing paper with smudges beneath her eyes. Not even then had she lost her cool with him. She was always professional. Or she had been. Until that one very strange, very unforgettable night. Then she’d been anything but.

			‘It’s just like you to have forgotten.’ Lightning fury flashed from her. ‘Do you know I don’t have to be in this office at all today? I’m only here because of misplaced loyalty.’ She dragged in a breath and twisted the knife. ‘To my colleagues.’

			‘Misplaced loyalty?’ The comment had him in a car racing towards a cliff edge. To the ravine he’d avoided at all costs. Until now. Because now he was pissed off, and the emotion was all-consuming. ‘To your colleagues, Darcie? Not to me?’

			‘No.’ She lifted her chin. But she still didn’t quite meet his gaze. ‘Not you.’

			‘But—’

			‘I can’t stay to argue, Elias,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t actually have time.’

			Why not? But he couldn’t seem to ask. He couldn’t seem to think. He could only stare at her as now she finally stared right back at him and her captivating eyes were full of things he couldn’t stand to see—resentment, anger, hurt.

			‘Don’t you even want to know why?’ she breathed.

			His obliging executive assistant, always anticipating, a step ahead of everyone except him, had turned on him. The quietly efficient woman who didn’t fawn but who got everything done was gone. In her place, radiant with energy, was a beautiful, furious firestorm.

			‘Today is my wedding day and yet I’ve still come running at your damned summons. But this is it. I’m done.’

			Wedding? The shock ripped through him like a tornado, turning up—

			Her wedding day?

			Before his heart could beat she stormed out, slamming the door behind her and leaving Elias struck still in the suddenly cavernous room. Bile burned his mouth as his body launched its own violent response. He brutally swallowed it back, but bitter rage gripped him regardless as her words reverberated.

			Wedding day.

			He hadn’t been spoken to like that—hadn’t been excoriated by someone’s scorn—in so very long. Who the hell was she marrying? She didn’t have time to date anyone. And how dare she after—?

			He vaulted out of his seat and strode to the door, flinging it open to glare across the office. Naturally Darcie was nowhere to be seen. She must have sprinted. Was she that desperate to escape him or was her speed to get to her groom? His fury mounted.

			Without exception his remaining staff had their gazes glued to screens; apparently all were suspended in eerie still silence. Of course, Darcie was the one who’d usually stare back him and ask what he wanted. Or she had been. Until these last two weeks.

			Can you please pretend this never happened...?

			To say nothing. To do nothing wasn’t Elias’s usual style. He didn’t know why he’d said yes to the second of her breathy requests that night. But he’d been saying nothing and doing nothing regarding Darcie Milne for months. He was practiced. Besides which, it had been the right thing to do.

			‘Where did she say she was going?’ he demanded, too furious to bother pretending they hadn’t heard every word of that argument. ‘Is it really her wedding day?’

			One of the assistants attempted a smile. ‘It’s so romantic, don’t you think?’

			No, he did not. It was not romantic. It was a sham.

			‘What do you know about it?’ He turned towards the woman. And how come he didn’t? Because he spent more time with Darcie than anyone.

			‘Not much.’ The woman swallowed, her smile fading. ‘It only came out at her farewell party last night.’

			A party that he’d known nothing about and certainly hadn’t been invited to. Insult to injury, much? A rosy cloud of rage misted in front of him. Never mind that he never socialised with his staff. Had Darcie sipped champagne the way she had a fortnight ago? When she never, ever drank. In all the nights she’d travelled alongside him, not once had he seen her touch alcohol. Until then.

			Come upstairs with me?

			Had she invited some other guy to her room the way she’d invited him?

			‘Where’s the wedding?’ he rasped.

			‘The register office in the city.’ A wary response.

			She was getting married in a register office on a weekday morning? Something was off. Darcie was off—just now she’d most definitely not been herself. This wasn’t—couldn’t be—real. It certainly wasn’t right. He nodded, his feet moving fast. Because as far as Elias Greyson was concerned, Darcie Milne wasn’t getting married anywhere today.

			Not to anyone.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			DARCIE PACED THE CORRIDOR, keeping her gaze on the main entrance. It was only ten minutes until the allotted time for the ceremony, but all she could see was Elias’s expression as she’d fled his office fifteen minutes ago. He’d gone white—piqued because she’d snapped and not jumped to his summons. There was nothing more to his annoyance. No deeper emotion. There was never any real emotion with him. He was just too used to getting his own way. And right now she needed to forget the long-standing infatuation that had led to her making a colossal fool of herself a fortnight ago. She sucked in a breath and slammed the door on that mortifying memory once more.

			It. Was. Over.

			She wouldn’t see Elias Greyson ever again. She was about to marry someone else. As long as her groom actually arrived.

			Her whole body suddenly ached like she’d come down with insta-flu. She checked the time again and her nerves exploded. Why wasn’t Shaun here already? She knew he’d been reluctant but she’d thought she’d convinced him. Darcie would do anything for her best friend and Shaun had loved Zara, too. And Lily was the one—the only—part of Zara that lived on. That little girl needed them. There was no way Darcie was letting Lily remain in the foster system any longer than necessary.

			Shaun had eventually agreed when Darcie assured him she had enough money saved to give him what he needed to build his business. She’d have agreed to anything to secure Lily’s future. And she’d have just enough left over to stop work for a little while.

			In a few months Lily would start school and Darcie could return to work while also helping Shaun. Now that she had the experience of working for Elias Greyson on her résumé, she’d get any number of jobs through an agency. Unless Elias didn’t give her a good reference. Which, given she’d just yelled at him, was a possibility. Nobody raised their voice at Elias and he certainly never raised his. But it would be too unfair if he held that one lapse this morning over her. For more than two years she’d worked all hours for him and yes, she’d been paid well. But for that last moment this morning she’d always remained in control of herself. Never once biting back the way she’d sometimes wanted. Never once saying anything inappropriate. Because she’d needed the job and he was her boss.

			Okay, aside from today there was just that one time she’d said something she shouldn’t. But he’d agreed to forget it.

			But she still couldn’t forget his face just now. He’d truly expected her in the office today. He’d not even noticed that she and most of the others had gone for pizza last night for her to say goodbye. Of course she’d not included Elias on the email invite, knowing he wouldn’t come, but it shocked her that he hadn’t even known about it when ordinarily nothing in the office passed him by. He’d looked stunned. Part of her would’ve laughed if her stupid heart hadn’t been breaking. Because her stupid heart had been his from the first moment she’d clapped eyes on his ridiculously handsome form. She had to work so hard not to look at him too much in these last two years...

			But he’d not even cared about her resignation. Only that she hadn’t been at her desk first thing this morning to see through this latest deal. Too hurt to admit, she stared at the floor and willed Shaun to arrive.

			‘Darcie? Sorry I’m late.’

			She looked up, startled her wish had come true. Shaun hurried over, dressed in faded jeans and tee. She swallowed and forced a smile. It wasn’t as if she’d gone to all that much effort either. She didn’t even have a posy of flowers. But her treacherous mind reverted to Elias. What would he wear to his wedding? Doubtless it would be a glamorous affair. He’d stun in a bespoke tuxedo and he’d have literally a model bride...

			‘It’s okay,’ she reassured Shaun as cold sweat slicked her back. ‘Thanks. It’s almost time.’

			Shaun shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Haven’t you sent the money over yet?’

			‘I haven’t had a chance. I got called in to—’

			‘If I don’t pay that deposit I’ll lose the deal. You know I need it now, Darcie.’

			She refocused and studied Shaun more closely. Sweat beaded on his upper lip and he fidgeted, moving from foot to foot as if he didn’t want to remain in place.

			‘Come on, you know we’re going to need this,’ Shaun added impatiently. ‘Transfer it now and I’ll forward it right away.’

			Darcie’s inner alarm inside sounded.

			You can’t ever trust anyone.

			She’d known Shaun for years. She knew his weaknesses. But she also knew he was fighting them just as she was hers including the doubt—that alarm—she was feeling right now. The assumption that she would be let down yet again by someone she’d thought she could trust was an automatic reflex she constantly had to combat.

			‘Can’t it wait an hour?’ she asked.

			‘I promised him the money yesterday, you know that.’

			Shaun’s frustration was increasingly obvious. The last thing she wanted was him walking out. This marriage would secure Lily’s future and she had to trust Shaun to follow through. He’d been through the same system so he knew how important this was. But neither of them looked like they were about to marry. Neither exactly happy and blushing.

			‘Okay.’ She nodded. ‘I’ll do it now.’

			At least the task would stop her from dwelling on Elias. She leaned against the wall and pulled up her banking app, telling herself it was going to be okay. Yes, Shaun had faced hard times and, yes, he’d made mistakes, but he was pushing to do his best. And they’d be leaving here as husband and wife. What was hers was his and vice versa. She’d be doing the accounts for his new business and thanks to her time working for Elias, she actually understood all that stuff. It only took a few taps to transfer the money.

			‘All done.’ She nodded at Shaun. ‘It should be there now.’

			‘Great.’ He pulled out his phone and walked farther along the corridor from her. ‘I’ll let him know the money’s on its way.’

			‘We only have a few minutes,’ Darcie called after him.

			He nodded distractedly and turned away, already holding the phone to his ear.

			‘Darcie?’

			Her heart stopped. Was she hearing things?

			‘Darcie!’

			She turned towards the entrance. Elias Greyson was all imposing height and anger, striding in her direction in the manner of some vengeful warlord from medieval times who was coming to...to...grab her wrist?

			Darcie was so shocked she froze. Never, in the almost three years she’d known him, had they touched. Not even to shake hands at her initial employment interview. And now he had her wrist firmly in his hand and it didn’t seem as if he was about to let go.

			‘What the hell is this about a wedding?’ he whispered furiously as he lifted her arm and inspected her fingers. ‘No engagement ring,’ he added accusingly. ‘You’ve never worn one. Not ever.’ His blue eyes sparked at her.

			Her heart pounded. He’d noticed that?

			‘Not everyone is hung up on accumulating material possessions,’ she muttered, horribly breathless.

			‘He’s too cheap?’

			Her jaw dropped.

			‘You cannot be serious.’ His grip tightened and sparks shot up Darcie’s arm. ‘You’re really getting married?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Here?’ He shot a cursory, dismissive glance at the faded paintwork in the stale institutional building.

			Darcie took the chance to glance down the corridor at Shaun. He was still on his call but had turned and was watching them with wide eyes. As she looked back she saw other people in the waiting room were staring at them, too. But then everyone stared at Elias. He was taller than most, impeccably dressed in that crisply tailored suit that cost more than most people’s monthly wages, and had that air about him that commanded attention—efficiency, capability, authority. Naturally he didn’t notice they were watching, and if he had he wouldn’t care. He was so used to it he was apparently immune to any kind of self-consciousness.

			‘Yes.’ She drew a breath.

			‘Wearing that?’ He looked incensed.

			She flinched at the horribly judgemental tone. Elias had never once commented on what she wore and the first time he did it was slung as an insult? She glared right into his beautiful, arrogant eyes, too angry to hold anything back. ‘What does it matter to you what I’m wearing? Why are you even here?’

			‘Why do you think?’

			‘Because I’m taking my last week as leave?’ She furiously goaded him. ‘Didn’t you like that? Was it a surprise? Can you really not cope with my not dancing to your tune for one day?’

			‘It has nothing to do with that.’

			Suddenly he was too close—towering over her and still holding her wrist and near enough for her to feel not just his heat or his strength but his fury. Elias didn’t get furious. Elias, as far as Darcie knew, didn’t feel anything particularly strongly. Other than the unquenchable desire to build his business. But now she was unaware of anyone or anything else other than the intense link suddenly forming between them—not the feel of his fingers on her skin, but the searing pulse of raw emotion. It was as if the veneer of civilisation she’d cemented her soul in for so long had been shredded and the danger buried in there was exposed. The danger she’d almost successfully avoided for so long—bar that one lapse. But now, with his touch, with his taunt, her control was torn.

			‘What I’m doing today is really none of your business,’ she whispered.

			‘Not my business
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