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			Chapter 1

			She was late. He wasn’t really surprised, but it did annoy him. He looked at his watch again and wondered just how much longer he was supposed to wait before it would be considered bad form if he left. Probably should give her more than ten minutes. But he wasn’t giving her much more than thirty. He had things to do. And none of them had anything to do with waiting on a woman who was forever late.

			Curtis hadn’t wanted to come to this meeting, but his brother Daniel had begged off by saying that he had to be in court. Curtis was pretty sure he’d been had, that nothing more pressing than not being here with Kylie was all it was. She’d been a thorn in his side since they’d been kids.

			Kylie had hung on Daniel’s every word. And as far as she was concerned, there was nothing he couldn’t do or say that she didn’t believe. And Daniel had used the girl mercilessly by having her do his homework and chores every chance he’d gotten. That is until he’d found Meghan Steele and her boobs when he’d been fifteen. 

			Curtis ordered a salad, thinking that he’d better do something in the event the girl didn’t show. He grinned at the waitress when she winked at him but sobered quickly when he saw his mother coming toward him. He stood when she approached the table and pulled out her chair when she moved toward it. 

			“I didn’t think I was going to make it.” She ordered a small salad and a glass of tea and turned to the empty seat. “Is she in the ladies’ room?”

			“No. Late. I just ordered a salad because I can’t wait much longer. I have a meeting with some of the people who are helping Kasey with her training on the new system. She’s going to be a heck of an addition to our security team.” He nodded when his mom ordered a salad too. “I was trying to remember when the last time we saw her was. Kylie, I mean. She must have been about seventeen or so.”

			“I think you might be right. Her father said she toured Europe for about two years while she worked at different papers there. Then when she’d settled down in France, she’d landed a good job at one of the bigger papers and worked her way through her Masters in Journalism. Jon is very proud of her.”

			He wouldn’t have thought the girl had that much spine but said nothing. When the owner of the restaurant came toward them, he was sure it was to tell them that Kylie wasn’t coming and that she’d meet them later. He was stunned when he pulled out a chair, and this…vision sat down.

			“I’m sorry I’m late. I overslept.” She smiled at his mother. “Hello, Mrs. Hunter. It’s been a very long time. How is your family?”

			“Kylie?” The girl nodded and glanced at him. He could tell she was upset or nervous. Maybe both. “My goodness, look at you. I wouldn’t have recognized you for any amount of money. Curtis, say something.”

			He didn’t, couldn’t. He could only stare at her and think that he was very happy with his brother right now and hoped that he’d be able to repay him. Finally, when she cocked a lovely brow at him, he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. Like my mother, I didn’t recognize you. You’ve grown into a very beautiful woman.” He smiled when she flushed. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

			“It’s nothing.” She looked around. “Is Daniel coming? I thought he and I were going to meet. Is he running behind as well?”

			“He’s not coming,” Curtis said quickly, then flushed when his mother gave him an odd look. “What I mean is, he’s tied up in court. He sends his apologies.”

			Curtis thought he heard Kylie say something like, “I bet he did,” but didn’t get a chance to ask when the waiter took that moment to come and ask if they were ready to order. He also set his mother’s salad and his in front of them.

			“Oh my, look at this.” Curtis looked at his mother, who had a small book in her hand. “I have to be at the library right now. I completely forgot about it.” She turned to the waiter and asked him if he could please box up her salad. He took off to do her bidding.

			“Mom, you said you cleared your day to be here with Kylie so that we could get those articles taken care of as well as a couple of other things.” He both wanted to see her stay and also have her go. But he couldn’t let go of the look on Kylie’s face when she’d heard that Daniel wasn’t coming.

			“I forgot.” She stood up, and he did as well. “No, no. You two can iron this out. I have to go. Thank you, dear, for coming here, and please call, and we’ll have to get together for lunch again. When I’m not so busy.” 

			Then she was gone. Curtis looked at Kylie, who was suddenly very interested in her menu. He didn’t know why that pissed him off, but it did. She wanted Daniel, and Curtis would never stand in the way if he wanted her too. “You don’t have to stay. I can have my brother call your office and set something more up if—”

			“We both know that he no more wants to be here than you do.” When he started to answer her, she leaned down and picked up a steno pad. “Let’s just get this finished, shall we? I’m sure you have plenty to do other than sit with a childhood pest and try to make small talk.”

			He realized she was mad. He had no idea why that made him want to laugh, but he was smart enough to know to keep his laughter to himself. But before he could comment, his phone rang. While he answered his brother’s call, she pulled out a small recorder, as well as a very feminine pen.

			“Well?” Daniel asked. Curtis knew what he was asking him, but didn’t want to answer his question.

			“Well, what?” A pause at the other end had him chuckle, and he looked into Kylie’s eyes when she looked at him. He decided that green was his favorite eye color.

			“Well, is she still a rolly polly kid in braces? Or has she gotten fatter? Christ, you don’t think that is possible, do you? She was nearly as big as a house then.”

			“You’d be incorrect in that assumption.” Curtis hoped his brother was smart enough to know that he’d not be able to answer him, and he confirmed it with his next question.

			“She’s right next to you, isn’t she? Shit. Curtis, please tell me she’s not a raving beauty and that I’m a sucker for not going to the meeting with her?” His pleading voice had him smile. Then he looked at her. 

			They all knew that Kylie had been lovesick over their brother. It had been the source of many fights when they’d sang the k-i-s-s-i-n-g song as boys. Now, though, they were all grown up, and Curtis wanted to see if she kissed as well as he thought she might.

			“Of course. You can speak to her yourself.” He handed out his phone to her. He could hear his brother yelling at the other end. “It’s Daniel. He’d like to speak to you.”

			She put the phone to her ear and smiled at him. “He seems to think you are going to die an untimely death soon and that he’ll be going to prison for a very long time.”

			“I can take him.” Curtis ordered for them when the waiter returned. Kylie spoke to Daniel and pointed to what she wanted. Nothing small and girlish about her appetite, and he found himself envious of his brother. 

			~~~

			Kylie’s heart fluttered when she heard his voice. It had been at least a decade since she’d heard it, and even him being obviously pissed at his brother made her think of him in the nicest way. But she kept glancing over at the man beside her and nearly missed what Daniel was saying to her.

			“…tomorrow night if you want. I can get out of the fundraiser with my family, and we can go and have a nice quiet dinner and get reacquainted. I can pick you up at your place and—”

			“I’m sorry, but if you mean the charity thing tomorrow night, I’m already going. Our firm is making a donation, and my father is going to give a speech. You can meet me there if you’d like.”

			She wanted to do just as he’d asked her to. Alone with the one man she’d spent nearly all her life wanting to marry. She was beyond that now, but to be seen with him, be with him, she would have done just about anything. With the exception of disappointing her dad. Not even for Daniel.

			“I’ll have a date with me, but she’ll understand about old friends.” She knew that it would to her no matter who she was and how old of friends they were. “I’ll see you there then. Can I please speak to my brother?”

			Kylie handed the phone to him and dug into her salad. She heard him say a few things, nothing that she understood, but it didn’t matter to her. She was going to be seeing Daniel tomorrow night. And the dress she had would be perfect. She looked up at her lunch companion when she heard the phone close.

			“He said to tell you thanks.” His voice had gone from gentle and nice before the call to now sounding hard and a little pissed. As he ate his own salad, she tried to think about what she’d done. When nothing was forthcoming, she asked him.

			“Nothing.” That didn’t sound any better, but before she could ask again, he continued. “I’d like to set up a series of articles about the thing that happened with my sister-in-law a few months back. It’s been settled, but I want to make sure that other firms aren’t having the same thing happening under their noses. She and some others that worked for us were abused. I’m not at liberty to say much, only to say how they were hurt, and they were taken advantage of by one of our employees.”

			“So we’re talking PR. Okay, I can make you look as good as you think you need to. I would suggest that you—”

			“I don’t want you to make us look good. I want you to paint the picture just how it happened. I want you to tell your readers that we screwed up. That we had a problem and we didn’t take care of it until it was nearly too late. I want it to be about how we didn’t know, but that didn’t make us any less guilty.”

			She glared at him after their lunch was served, and their salad plates are taken away. “You want me to ‘paint,’ as you called it, that you’re the poor victim in all this, and everyone should feel sorry for you?” She could tell he was pissed at her, but she was getting just as pissed at him. “Oh wait, you want me to make it sound as if you’d been taken advantage of and that the only way you’ll feel better is if someone comes and buys whatever it is you’re selling.”

			When he leaned back in his chair and glared, she thought maybe she’d pushed back a little too hard. Damn it. He’d started this. But her dad had told her that she was to do whatever they needed, that the Hunters could mean the difference between their company surviving for a few more years or not. Her dad had just figured out that no one was reading papers anymore and wanted it online or on their phone. She had to smile at his assumption that the paper would be fine. Not without being a little more modern, it wouldn’t, and she was going to work on that as soon as he’d let her.

			“Do you always come across as a bitch when trying to drum up business, or is it because I’m not your precious Daniel?” Curtis stood. “I think you’ll write what you want and, frankly, I’m not sure I care what you do. But you write anything other than what I want, and I’ll own that failing paper of your father’s as well as all the property he’s mortgaged to keep it going.”

			He left her sitting there with her fork halfway to her mouth. She looked around to see if anyone else had heard their exchange, and it seemed that everyone was enjoying their own meal. She laid her fork down and closed her eyes. She’d fucked up royally.

			Her dad had told her that they needed this account to make other firms see that the Hunters were still using paper. And apparently, Curtis knew that as well. Their paper wasn’t going to fail, not if she had anything to do with it. She told her dad she would help him, and she would. She knew that if he knew what she’d done, he’d be disappointed in her. Well, she was too.

			“We didn’t change when everyone else did like you said we should. We did put a little effort into it, but now…who would have thought that the changes in the way people read papers would have come about so quickly?” She had told him to get with it but said nothing as he poured his heart out to her. “I should have listened to you and the others. But I’m a stubborn fool, stubborn old fool. And now look at us. Not doing all that well, and we’re only halfway through the year.”

			She’d been shocked by that. Staggered really, and he was counting on her to make this one thing work. She knew at times he could be a little pessimistic, and she knew that if given a chance to see the books, things would be much better than he’d said. He hoped that with Hunters running ads, others would as well, and that would help them make the transition from paper to web.

			Kylie was suddenly not hungry. When the waiter came to refill her water glass, she asked for the bill.

			“Mr. Hunter took care of it, miss. He said that something came up and that he’d had to leave early, but I was to make sure you had everything you needed.” He looked so eager to do just that, and she knew that Curtis had tipped him very well. “Can I get you anything else? We have some nice desserts if you’d like.”

			“No, thank you. I have a sudden headache.” And belly too, if she was honest with him. Picking up her purse, she asked him if she could please have her lunch removed and took out her cell. “I’ll be gone shortly.”

			He told her to take her time and walked away with hers and Curtis’ plates. She dialed the number she’d called only this morning to confirm the appointment. Someone answered on the first ring.

			“Yes, I’d like to make an appointment with Curtis Hunter, please. Today, if possible.” The girl asked her to hold on. 

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, but he’s cleared his appointments today for a luncheon meeting. I can call him and ask if he’ll be finished soon and call you back.” So he’d cleared his calendar for her. Now she felt doubly stupid. “Would you like that?”

			“Yes, please. Tell him that it’s Kylie Washington. And that I’d really like to speak to him as soon as possible.”

			The girl hesitated for a few seconds before she said what Kylie thought she would. “His day was cleared for you, Miss Washington. Did he not make the appointment? I’ll ask his mother, but she too cleared her calendar for this meeting.”

			No library meeting either. Kylie wondered what she was up to, but told the girl that she had had to give him information and she had it now. She crossed her fingers when she was put on hold.

			“Miss Washington, Mr. Hunter said that if you could be here in thirty minutes and not be late, then he’ll see you.” The girl, like the man, sounded colder, and she could only imagine what Curtis had said to her.

			“I’ll be there.” She gathered her things as soon as she closed her phone. This might be her only chance to help her dad, and she wasn’t going to fuck it up twice in one day. She’d be courteous as well as polite, and she’d make this work even if it killed her. And maybe if she was really good, she’d get to see Daniel.

			She arrived with one minute to spare but didn’t count on having to be badged into the impressive building. After checking her identification that she’d had to go back out to her car and get and then calling to see if she indeed had an appointment, she was sitting in his front lobby twenty-five minutes later. She was still fuming about the wait when Curtis came out of his office.

			“You’re late.” He made a point of looking at his watch. “I said thirty minutes, and you’re at nearly an hour. Do you make a habit of making appointments you don’t intend to be on time for?”

			She looked at his secretary and noticed that she stared at him as well. Furious and embarrassed, she stood up and put her purse on her arm. Nothing was important enough to be treated this way. She didn’t say a word as she made her way to the elevator. Pushing the button to go down, she pulled out her cell phone. “Daddy, it’s me. I won’t be able to do this. I’m coming home.” The elevator opened, and she stepped in. Just as the doors were coming to a close, she saw Curtis coming toward her. She didn’t move, and when the doors snapped closed, she let go of the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

			She lost the signal. And wiping at the tears that were surely smearing her makeup, she put her phone away. The nerve of the man treating her that way. She wasn’t stupid, and if he’d simply listened to her, she could have explained that she’d been made late because of him. She had hoped she could make a good impression on him, and all she’d managed to do was to make her daddy’s firm look incompetent. 

			The elevator opened, and she was nearly halfway across the lobby when a guard was suddenly in front of her. She tried to step around him, first to the left, then right, and he simply smiled at her. 

			“He called you, right?” He nodded. “I don’t want to see him. Does that make a difference?”

			“No, ma’am. He said you were to be brought back up to his office, and he didn’t sound all that happy about you either if you want to know the truth.” He nodded to the elevator that she’d just come out of. “You ready?”

			She looked at his name tag and saw that his name was Officer York. She’d read somewhere that Royce had married a York and wondered if this man was related. She moved to the right again, hoping he’d let her go. In the end, she moved toward what she’d come to think of as her ride to hell. “Officer York, I don’t suppose I could persuade you to let me go and to tell him you didn’t catch me?” He nodded to the cameras over their head. “I see. He knows all and sees all. Bastard.”

			The officer looked at her with a raised brow, and she hastened to explain she’d meant his boss and not him.

			“He’s my niece’s brother-in-law. I like Curtis, a great deal as a matter of fact.” He stepped in the small box with her. She noticed he also had his hand on his gun. “But I’m pretty sure his parents were married when he was born. Can’t know that for sure, but there you have it.”

			She didn’t answer. She was too mad to appreciate him trying to calm her with his good old boy humor. She looked at the seam in the door and wondered if, when they opened, she could make it to the stairs before he came to get her again. She saw that her makeup was indeed smeared when she saw her reflection and thought fuck it. He’d made her come back, and she certainly wasn’t going to make an effort to gussy up, as her grandmother used to say. 

			When the elevator opened, he was standing there. And he didn’t look the least bit pissed. In fact, she would say that he looked quite pleased with himself. When he waved his hand toward where he’d come from earlier, she walked past him and into the office. 

			She was not going to do business with him even if she had to work at a fast food restaurant to get the extra money her dad needed to make the change-over. Curtis Hunter was not a thing like his brother.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Daniel stood when his brother and a gorgeous woman walked in. When Curtis had asked him to come into his office and wait, he’d had no idea what was going on. The woman, even in her obvious anger, looked good enough to eat.

			“Daniel,” Curtis started. “You remember Kylie. Kylie is a bit pissed at me, and I thought you might like to help me calm her a bit.”

			“You prick.” The softly spoken words caught him off guard, and Daniel looked at Curtis, who was laughing hard. “You know…damn you to hell.”

			“Probably, but this concerns the welfare of a company, and I’ll not have a kid with her panties in a twist fuck it up for the rest of us. Sit.” Curtis went behind his desk as if he truly expected her to sit. She moved toward the door instead. 

			He looked between the two of them and decided that, while he had no idea what was going on, it looked like it might be fun. Besides, who didn’t want to be around a very beautiful woman who had made his usually unflappable brother so angry? He sat when Curtis stopped Kylie and brought her back to the chair.

			“I said, sit.” 

			She sat but perched herself on the edge of the chair so that he knew as well as, he suspected, his brother did that she wasn’t going to remain there for long. 

			“You made this appointment now tell me what you wanted.”

			“Nothing.” She stood, and so did Curtis. Daniel nearly lost control of his humor when she glared at Curtis as she sat again. This was proving to be much more fun than he’d had in months. “I’ve decided that in no way do I want to do business with you. You’re an…you’re an arrogant ass, and I’ve never been so mistreated in my life.”

			Curtis snorted. “I’ll just bet your pampered little ass hasn’t had a sharp word said to you since you came out with that silver spoon in your mouth.” When she stood again, so did Curtis. “You need my business, or you go under. It’s as simple as that.”

			“I’d rather live in my car.” 

			Daniel stood when she spoke again. Okay, this wasn’t so funny anymore. He knew that the paper was having issues, but not that bad. 

			Curtis looked at him. “You need to step out, please. I need to have a word with her.” The sharp jerk of his thumb pointed at Kylie. When Daniel started to protest, Curtis spoke again. “I won’t hurt her no matter how tempting it is.”

			Daniel looked at the two of them nearly standing toe to toe, well, as close as they could get with a desk between them. He had an idea that when these two came together, there was going to be either a great deal of blood or fireworks. Right now, he was betting on the blood. Nodding once to them both he went to the door and opened it. Turning back, he looked at them.

			“I’ll be right outside if you need me. Just…just scream.” Daniel was sure that neither of them heard him. His brother was coming around his desk when he closed the door.

			Harriet was sitting behind her desk when he came out. She was a lovely little thing, and he’d been flirting with her for months. He wasn’t allowed to date her, which he supposed was fine in all, but he did think they could have some fun here. Before he could settle on her desk and begin what he called fun-play, the door to Curtis’ office opened, and he stormed out.

			“You deal with her.” The file slapped him in the chest. “I can’t…she’s the most…I’m not going to be around her very…” Curtis took a deep breath, and that’s when Daniel noticed the brightening handprint on his cheek. Christ, she’d hit him. “There’s all you need. Make her see reason. I’m going out.”

			Daniel watched his brother move to the elevators and, when it opened and closed after he stepped into it, Curtis looked at Harriet. She shrugged and smiled. This was too weird. Taking the file, he entered the office.

			He had no idea what he expected, but Kylie standing near Curtis’ desk wasn’t it. She wasn’t moving. He wasn’t sure she was even breathing. When he walked up to her and touched her shoulder, she looked at him as if she’d never seen him before. Then promptly burst into tears.

			Daniel was going to murder his brother. Taking the obviously distressed woman into his arms, he held her as she cried. Daniel was thinking of ways to make Curtis suffer and decided that telling their mom would have the most effect. She would make him hurt in more ways than he ever could. He realized while he’d been plotting against his brother Kylie was simply holding him, and she’d stopped crying. Daniel lifted her chin up and looked into her tear-stained face.

			“He kissed me.” 

			To say he was shocked by her statement would have been a major understatement. 

			“He came around that big desk and yanked me to him and kissed me.”

			“I see.” He didn’t, but she seemed to think that was fine. “Did he say…did he say why he kissed you?” Sounded reasonable to him. 

			“No. He’s so…did you know that he yelled at me in the restaurant? Talked to me like I was ten or something. I’m not ten years old anymore, and I won’t have him treating me so.” Her body pressed against his had him agreeing that she wasn’t ten, not by a long shot. “And to tell me I had thirty minutes to get here and then to have to give my signature, nearly in blood, before they’d let me come up here…I was late because he is so untrusting.”

			It took him a few seconds to think about what she meant and realized it was the security team. He didn’t think that pointing out they’d had some issues recently, as well as them being nearly all in-house, would be a good thing right now. Now, he thought, was not the time. He wondered what had made Curtis, a normally calm, cool, and collected guy who never got upset no matter what, let a little thing like Kylie piss him off. 

			But he intended to find out.

			~~~

			Curtis ran as fast as the treadmill would go. He felt the sweat run down his back in rivers, and even his legs were sweating. He watched the monitor in front of him without seeing it. The woman in his office was the only thing on his mind. And the kiss.

			Christ, what had he been thinking? He was mad, sure, but to kiss her like that was…his family, hell, his mother was going to kill him. He’d been raised to never take advantage of someone smaller, younger, especially not a woman. He was dead meat.

			“You okay, C?” 

			Curtis looked over at the blond, Linda he thought her name was, who worked here. “You’re running there like it’s life or death. I’d very much like it if you’d slow it down a bit and take a water break. Not having you code out on my shift.”

			He didn’t stop or slow it down. He owned this fucking place, and if he wanted to run until his feet fell off and he bled to death, then he’d damn well do it. When she reached over and lowered the speed, he found himself wanting to snarl. Before he could do anything, he glanced at his reflection in the now blackened screen. 

			He looked…well, he looked insane. Maybe even was for what he’d been doing and what he’d done. He slowed the treadmill until he was walking and not running. Linda walked away and went to harass someone else. He’d come straight here from his office. It was that or go back to his office, press Kylie against the closest hard surface, and fuck her until he had her out of his system. But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. She was and had been in love with Daniel since they were kids.

			She’d been a pest to them all. Daniel would use her, he’d have her do his homework even though he already had it done. He would tease her until she blushed while the rest of them would simply ignore her. He remembered the first time she’d been allowed to hang out with them.

			He’d been sixteen, and Daniel had been just a little over two years younger. Daniel was already showing signs of being a flirt and was pretty good at it. Curtis would watch him get girl after girl while he usually stayed home on Friday nights. Curtis had always been overly shy, and it had taken him years to work through it enough that he could go out. He’d gotten better at it, or the women bolder, as he and his family started making money, and now he had dates even when he didn’t want them.

			But Kylie had always been different. She had been in puppy love with Daniel at twelve. She would watch them, especially him, from her perch on the porch of her father’s house. They already had all the money as far as the Hunters, who didn’t have two nickels to rub together but were going somewhere fast. Then they’d been a man short for some football play.

			He grimaced when he remembered her trying her best to figure out the calls and when she’d been handed the ball by Daniel, she’d frozen. He’d tried his best to stop, but his feet, too big for his growing body, hadn’t been all that helpful. Curtis had hit her full tilt and took them both to the ground. When he managed to roll off her, she was unconscious, bloodied, and still holding onto the stupid ball.

			He’d been grounded for a week. His mother had lectured him for an hour, then his father had come into his room and sat on his bed. He didn’t say anything for a long while, simply sat, and stared at the wall across from them. And when he did speak, Curtis had been so grateful and so relieved that he’d never forgotten it.

			“Girls want more than they should have. I’m not talking about jobs, mind you. Some of the women I work with should be in charge instead of the idiots that are there now. No, I’m talking about playing.” He stopped talking, and Curtis looked at him.

			“Playing? You mean sex?” His dad looked at him and smiled, and Curtis knew that’s not what he meant. “You mean football?”

			“Yes, sometimes. It could be a girl might think she’s built for it; some are, but there are ones that simply want to do it because someone told them they couldn’t. Like little Kylie. Her daddy doesn’t let her run wild like you boys do. Probably thinks he’s protecting her, but he’s only hurting her. Maybe she’ll figure it out, maybe not.” He looked at him. “You understand what I’m saying?”

			Curtis thought about it. Did he? He wasn’t sure, but he was going to try his best. “She wants to play with us because her daddy told her she couldn’t. She doesn’t even care that she can’t do it well, she just wants to…to prove that she can.”

			His dad laughed. “Something like that. Like your grades. Remember how that teacher told your mom and me you’d never amount to much because you had your head in the clouds? What did I tell you then?”

			“That I could do whatever I wanted so long as I did it with honesty and with all my heart.” Curtis looked at his dad as he continued. “You’re saying that she’s been told she’s a girl and needs to stay on her porch and wait for some boy to come along and care for her. But she doesn’t like it any better than we would.”

			His dad had stood up and ruffled his hair. “Kylie Washington isn’t always going to have everything handed to her. Someday, someone is going to have to come along and show her how to survive. But as Hunters, we can give her a few lessons now to prepare her. Curtis, you were playing. So was she. If she got hurt, it was not only your fault but hers as well. But more her daddy’s. You owned up to what you’d done, got her care, and even stayed with her until someone took her to the hospital. I’m proud of you, son.”

			He’d walked out of his room, and Curtis went to his desk. He pulled out his application to Yale and studied it. He was graduating from high school in twenty-three days and then to college. He’d only had three
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