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    To the Dallas Area Romance Authors.


    When I walked into my first meeting ten years ago, you welcomed me and made me one of your own. My life is infinitely richer for having all of you in it.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    Prologue


    Keira McBride stared at the shell-shocked faces of her sisters, Camryn and Mayson, as the three of them sat around the conference room table. They hadn’t moved since their father made his proclamation and strode out the door.


    Mayson spoke first. “He hated it.”


    “He hated it because it wasn’t his idea.” Camryn’s voice was quiet, but years of frustration painted the edges of her words.


    Although Keira couldn’t argue with Camryn’s assessment, she refused to let their discussion devolve into all the reasons why their father was unfit to run McBride Media. “The reasons don’t matter. We simply have to find a new tack to take.”


    “This is the third idea we’ve brought to him and he’s killed each one.”


    Keira saw the grief on Camryn’s face, drawing her mouth into a straight line. As the oldest, Keira always had the strong urge to bolster and encourage, but she knew Camryn was right. So why was she so bound and determined to walk this path?


    Although she’d never intended to live an aimless life after college, Keira knew she’d drifted for a few years. The long months of being by her mother’s side as she battled breast cancer, then the harsh grief that invaded once she was gone, had left her and her sisters in a strange sort of limbo. They had futures, but there were days when that future was nearly impossible to see.


    And then she’d had the idea for the magazine.


    It had mostly been a whim, driven by her irritation at the latest issue of one of her father’s magazines. Frivolous journalism, packed more with opinion than fact, had assailed her from the pages and within minutes she’d tossed the monthly financial journal back on the heaping pile that sat on her coffee table.


    She’d studied business and minored in journalism in college, and the legacy of McBride Media—founded by her grandfather and rich with his hard work and journalistic integrity—was being squandered month after month with bad articles, poor editing, and a corporate leader who only cared about his annual salary.


    The fact that the corporate leader was her father only added to the sad picture.


    It was in that moment, Keira knew, that her lack of purpose had shifted, transforming into a very real sense of what her future could be. But it was only when she brought her sisters on board, the three combining their talents, that she saw the real possibility in their idea.


    “We’ve created three new titles from the ground up. Presented website extensions, event platforms, even product lines that could be created off the content. He hasn’t bought into a single one of those ideas.”


    Mayson’s voice interrupted her thoughts, but it was the word new that caught Keira. “That’s our problem.”


    “What’s the problem?” Camryn had run the financials and she’d assured both of them that their ideas all had merit and their profit projections were more than sound.


    “We keep focusing on new titles. And new titles are a threat to him.”


    “The titles he does have are crap, Keira. Come on, you’ve read them.” While Keira had been appalled at the quality of the journalism, Mayson’s keen eye for design confirmed the image quality wasn’t doing the magazines any favors, either.


    “Every title in the company was started by Granddad and they used to be good.”


    “Used to be, K.” Camryn pointed toward a pile of financial projections. “Not a single one’s increased ad pages in more than three years.”


    Excitement bubbled, the same feeling that had hit her as she stared at the pile of magazines on her coffee table. Keira reached for the financials. “Which one’s the worst?”


    “Home and Family. Easily the biggest dog.”


    Keira flipped to the page on the company’s flagship title and scanned the numbers. Ad revenue. Editorial expenses. Events.


    Events.


    “The Home and Family Home Show is the biggest loser.”


    Mayson snorted. “Have you been to it? I got stuck manning a booth last year and it was horrible. I think about twelve people showed up.”


    “That’s our ticket.”


    “The home show?” Camryn’s voice rose a few notches. “You cannot be serious.”


    “Hell yes. Look.” Keira stood and walked to her, flipping through the presentation they’d prepared for the meeting. “All of our ideas still make sense. Creating a platform for the modern woman.”


    Cam pointed at the now-empty seat at the head of the table. “But Dad killed the idea.”


    “He killed a new idea. But what if we do something with an existing platform he could care less about?”


    “K, seriously? Home and Family?” Mayson’s brow furrowed, but Keira didn’t miss the small light that hovered in her gaze. “It’s been irrelevant for years now. Even before Dad left it to rot, the magazine was outdated.”


    “Then we update it for the modern woman. Yes, she has a home and a family, and yes, she cares deeply for that part of her life, but she’s more than that. Has other interests. All we need to do is change the way we’re currently doing business. Change the way we’re speaking to her. And we’re going to use the trade show to do it.”


    Camryn glanced at the financials once more before leaning forward. “How?”


    Keira smiled, and for the first time she saw a glimmer of hope around the edges of her dream. They had the chance, a real opportunity, to reach women and speak to them with content that mattered. Content that valued them. And maybe even content that could save their lives if presented the right way. If only their mother had been encouraged to get checked earlier, had stayed on top of her yearly mammogram checkups…


    Keira let the thought drop, along with the what-ifs that had plagued her for more than two years. Maybe she had the power to put her loss to something good and worthwhile.


    “What do you both say to a little game of Let’s Make a Deal?”

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    “We’re the victims of a hostile takeover?” Keira crumpled the morning’s newspaper before slamming it on the uncluttered surface of her desk. “And how did the Financial Journal find out about it before we did?”


    “It’s a game, Keira. Nathan Cooper is just trying to put us in a disadvantaged position,” Camryn said. “Besides, his brother runs the Financial Journal. It’s no real surprise the story broke there first.”


    “Well, we’re not playing.” Keira ran her fingers over the glass beads at her throat, worrying them between her thumb and forefinger before she realized the unconscious gesture for what it was and stopped. “And like that’s fair to give the FJ an exclusive.”


    Her sister let out a small sigh before she assumed her best CFO voice: stern with an overlay of mothering sensitivity. “Come on, K. We’ve got a lot of cash on our books and we’re not majority owners. You can’t be all that surprised. We talked about this as a possibility, especially once Nathan filed his five percent stock purchase with the SEC last week.”


    Keira knew Camryn was right, knew that their hard work and industry-leading changes to the company would make them interesting to the business world, but a takeover? A crater opened in her stomach at the thought of losing all they’d worked for. It had brought the three of them even closer than they’d already been and had given them purpose after their mother’s death.


    “It’s not even true. I mean, what kind of journalism is this?” Her voice dropped as she read aloud a passage—one of several that set her blood on fire, even as her stomach churned in another wave of panic. “‘McBride Media’s been in a tenuous position for years, the once-monolithic media company dealing with the increasing pressures of a tough economy and a declining advertiser base.’”


    “It’s not all that wrong. You know Dad made a lot of bad choices, K.”


    “It’s not right, either,” Keira muttered under her breath as she took in the photo of Nathan Cooper grinning back at her from the bottom of the page. She and her sisters had worked long and hard to bring her family’s legacy back from the brink of disaster, and she was proud of the work.


    Damn proud.


    “It makes us sound like a bunch of bumbling idiots who don’t know how to run a business instead of who we are. A profitable enterprise that’s on the leading edge of innovation and highly valued content creation. We’ve rebuilt every magazine in our portfolio to appeal to a modern woman’s interests. Politics, philanthropy, culture. Heck, even our celebrity titles focus on responsibility versus frivolity.”


    Camryn offered up another small sigh. “Save the publisher speech for the media. I know who we are and I know how valuable we are. It’s the whole reason Cooper’s sniffing around in the first place.”


    Keira pulled her attention away from the article as the heavy sound of clicking heels sounded outside the door. “And that would be Sally.”


    Sally Hughes, McBride’s chief counsel and her late mother’s best friend, walked in. Her perfectly coiffed hair, impeccable Chanel suit, and designer heels couldn’t hide her anger. “Slimy jerk went ahead and did it.”


    “Of course he did.” Keira couldn’t keep the small smile off her face, despite the impending threat to her business. Sally never failed to lighten her spirits, her fierce devotion to the McBride family a constant comfort. “Just like you said he would.”


    Sally dropped into a guest chair next to Camryn. “Nathan Cooper is a corporate raider and this isn’t his first rodeo. He knows how to play the media, and he’s been courting our major stock holders for the last month.” She reached over and grabbed the article off Keira’s desk. “And he’s awfully easy on the eyes, which doesn’t hurt his standing as the financial press’s favorite son.”


    “Easy on the eyes and single,” Camryn added helpfully.


    Sally’s voice was all business when she spoke again. “The latest scuttlebutt has it on good authority he’s going to the Publishers Association Dinner tonight.”


    “Let me guess,” Keira said. “He knows I’m the evening’s hostess and has decided to toss his next bomb in person.”


    “If I were a betting woman, and you both know I’m far too practical for that,” Camryn said, “I’d say you’ve guessed right.”


    Sally tossed the paper on her desk, and Keira looked once more at the man’s photograph. She took in the sharp planes of his face and the piercing blue of his eyes, evident even in a black-and-white photograph. Ignoring the completely inappropriate rush of attraction, she focused on the task at hand. It was time to prepare her battle plan.


    She’d worked too hard to save her family’s legacy and make it something they were proud of again. There was no way a corporate pirate with a cocky smile was going to take it away from her.


    …


    Nathan Cooper stared at the file his assistant had prepared on McBride Media. He’d been through the financials repeatedly, as was his habit, but it was time to turn his attention toward the personal side as he prepared to make his move on the company. And long years of experience had proven one adage over and over: it was always personal.


    With a few swift keystrokes on his laptop, he bypassed the financials and found the data he was looking for. McBride Media, established shortly after World War II by H. Thomas McBride, was built on a simple premise—give the American housewife magazines relevant to her life and she’d loyally buy them month after month, year after year. Of no small consequence was the fact that she’d also support the advertising base that flocked to her favorite magazines month after month, year after year. What the subsequent heirs of H. Thomas hadn’t counted on was that the housewife of the fifties was a fleeting phenomenon. And instead of keeping up with the evolving woman, the publications had languished, full of tired old stories and an aging editorial staff that couldn’t keep up with the times.


    Nathan’s gaze caught on one of several photos his assistant had included in the file. The caption read: Mayson, Camryn, and Keira McBride, the sisterhood running McBride Media, at the Museum of Natural History’s annual fund-raising event.


    “Ah, yes,” he murmured to himself as he took in the smiling sisters posing arm in arm. “The Three Musketeers.”


    While H. Thomas’s son had experienced little success turning the company’s fortunes around—and was likely responsible for its demise—his granddaughters had done their best over the last eight years to chart a new course with the company. In the end, it was their ingenuity that had drawn his interest in the company and his belief that there was a fair profit to be made off the aging giant once his company, Maverick Capital, took it apart.


    Flipping past the photograph, Nathan searched for the article he’d remembered looking at a few weeks ago. An in-depth piece from one of the business magazines filled his screen, and with it a photo of the oldest McBride sister, Keira. As the corporate publisher and the CEO of McBride Media, she had spearheaded the company’s recovery, culminating in her biggest triumph the year before—the launch of a new magazine, three new websites, and a mobile platform that was garnering rave reviews.


    Keira McBride caught his attention again. He took in the dark sable-brown hair that framed her face and spilled over her slender business suit–clad shoulders. The look was fresh and feminine while still maintaining a definite air of authority.


    And sexy as hell, Nathan thought with no small measure of interest.


    He was surprised to find himself still thinking about Keira McBride a half hour later as he worked his way through e-mail, his limo moving determinedly uptown toward his apartment. His driver crawled through the traffic-filled streets, a series of horns blaring outside the car with a mix of indignation and a good old-fashioned dose of New York impatience.


    A card-carrying Wharton MBA graduate and group publisher of all of McBride Media’s titles, Keira was blasting her way through the advertising community on a blend of smarts, charm, and an incredible amount of business savvy. She’d grown the business each and every year since taking the helm six years prior and had actually tripled the business the last two years running.


    Nathan’s cell rang through the blare of horns and he barked out a greeting, oddly irritated to have his musings on the very beautiful subject of Keira interrupted.


    “You’ve got some hell of a nerve, Cooper.”


    Damn it. He should have checked the caller ID.


    “What can I do for you, Holt?”


    “You can start by telling me why I had to read about your latest news instead of hearing it straight from you. And second, why the hell am I out scouting and securing property in the middle of the Nevada desert if all the action’s back in New York?”


    Nathan held in the creeping guilt as his best friend rode his ass. The man had a point, which Nathan didn’t concede often. “Look. The timing was right and I had to move on it. One of those things.”


    “You’re just lucky I religiously read the Financial Journal. The questions started rolling into my office about three minutes after that story hit this morning.”


    “You’re good at rolling with the punches, buddy. I’ve no doubt your Armani suit’s still squeaky clean and well-pressed.”


    “It always is. Look, I’m not calling to discuss my wardrobe. I closed on the property shortly after lunch. There isn’t a better spot undeveloped on the lower end of the Strip.”


    “They give you the tax incentives we wanted?”


    “Each and every one.” Satisfaction hummed in Nathan’s veins as he imagined the hotel/casino/conference facility they were going to build on that piece of property. “So tell me why you’re sounding like a whiny school boy who didn’t get dessert?”


    His friend sighed and Nathan couldn’t stop the small smile. “Seriously, Nate. Why are you messing with McBride? You’ve got a way bigger fish to fry and it’s currently sitting in the middle of the Nevada desert.”


    Why was he messing with McBride Media?


    An answer teased him from the furthest reaches of his consciousness, but he ruthlessly ignored it. Revenge was not only a poor motive; it suggested your opponent had a part of your heart you were desperately trying to get back. Since he’d long ago acknowledged he didn’t have a heart, revenge just didn’t play.


    With brisk efficiency, Nathan brushed off Holt’s comments. “I’m a man of many interests, and I know how to keep them all straight. This is a deal well worth moving on and the time is now.”


    “It’s going to catch up to you sooner or later, buddy—this constant battle to conquer the world.”


    “It hasn’t caught up to you yet.” Suddenly impatient, Nathan shifted gears. “Gotta go. I’m headed to a dinner tonight and I need to get ready.”


    “Far be it from me to stand in your way. The man about town’s got to get out there and keep spreading the news of his impending takeover target.”


    “And since said target is the dinner’s emcee, it’ll be even sweeter.”


    Holt let out a low whistle. “You really do have ice in your veins, Nathan Cooper.”


    He didn’t offer any response to the obvious compliment. “Call me once legal reviews the deal.”


    As he flipped off his phone, an image of Keira McBride flickered through Nathan’s mind.


    With startling clarity, he recalled the oval shape of her face, set off by high cheekbones, and the rich shade of her eyes. Dark and sensual, they captivated and intrigued. They were the eyes of a temptress with a gaze that could make a man forget himself.


    As his driver came around to open his door, Nathan brusquely pushed aside thoughts of Keira McBride.


    He wasn’t a man who forgot himself.


    Ever.


    …


    “Did you get a load of Trip Kennelworth? I swear, that man should have been neutered about two decades ago.”


    Keira couldn’t stop the smile as Mayson shot a ferocious glare across the large hotel ballroom rapidly filling up with people. “You know he’s always had a fondness for you, Mayse.”


    “Fondness?” Her sister snorted as a dark blush crept up her neck. “Fondness is offering to get you a drink. It is not groping your ass while standing next to you at the bar and leering down your cocktail dress.”


    Keira held up a hand. “Touché. Besides, it’s all my fault. I wanted to come early to avoid the press gauntlet. Had we come late, Trip would have already been three sheets in and leering down at whatever adoring bimbette he’d picked up for the evening.”


    “You know I never mind grabbing a drink in the bar and catching up with my sister. It’s when we get here to grab a drink and she hides out in the ladies’ lounge that I mind.”


    “I was not hiding.” Keira let out an indignant sniff. “I was closing a rather sizeable deal with some folks on the west coast. Their car client just got the deal of the century.”


    “I doubt that. You make everyone think they’ve won the negotiation, but I’ve seen your profit margins. You’re not fooling me.”


    “I sell with a smile.”


    “And a spine of steel.” Mayson glanced around the ballroom. “Speaking of that steel rod in your back, are you ready for your emcee duties?”


    “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


    “You’ll do great. Besides, I’ve yet to see an audience that doesn’t fall instantly in love with you. You’re a natural-born charmer.”


    Keira resisted a snort of her own at the description. While she’d never run from public speaking, she wasn’t nearly as comfortable as her sisters always assumed. While she did usually enjoy it—the rush of a crowd and the shared energy—tonight she felt like she was preparing for battle.


    Round one of a very public battle.


    Sally and Camryn chose that moment to come up to them, hands full with a round of champagne. “Is he here yet?” Sally asked as she did a full twirl in her sequined red cocktail dress, the move a barely veiled ploy to observe the room.


    Keira shook her head. “I haven’t seen him.”


    “Is he as good-looking as his photograph?” Mayson reached for one of the glasses as her gaze hovered just over Sally’s left shoulder.


    “I wouldn’t know.” Keira took her own glass. “And why is that all anyone can talk about? He is interested in taking over our company. Put your hormones on hold.”


    “I’m not dead, K.” Mayson waved a hand in surrender. “But fine, your point’s noted. What I want to know is how you haven’t run into him. I thought you knew every business leader in New York who bought, sold, or advertised in media.”


    Now that she was questioned about it, Keira realized her path hadn’t ever crossed with Nathan Cooper’s. “No, actually, I haven’t met him. It is a bit odd, now that you mention it.”


    Mayson’s gaze resettled firmly on their small quartet. “Why is he interested in buying a media company if he’s not involved in the industry?”


    “He’s a corporate raider. That’s what they do. He doesn’t need to have a reason. Besides, his father is the owner of MediaCorp,” Keira said. “It’s in his blood.”


    “Nathan’s illegitimate blood,” Sally said.


    Keira wasn’t sure why the description chafed, but a raw feeling settled at the base of her neck. “West Harrison is still his father, blood or not.”


    Sally waved a hand, but her broad smile dimmed. “I didn’t mean it that way, dear. Rumor has it, Nathan had a chance at one of the MediaCorp divisions years and years ago and he basically tossed it in his father’s face. Wasn’t going to play second fiddle to his older brother.”


    “Who is no doubt the legitimate heir,” Camryn said.


    “But of course.” Sally’s tone dropped as her gaze drifted toward the broader ballroom. “It’s all very Machiavellian the way West Harrison has run his empire. Even his children haven’t been spared.”


    “I don’t know.” Keira shrugged before she could stop herself. “It feels sort of sad. And very, very cold.”


    “Oh, don’t shed a tear for me, Ms. McBride.”


    Keira whirled in the direction of a husky, deep voice, the butterflies in her stomach taking wing. Nathan stood a few feet away, clad head-to-toe in a custom-fitted tuxedo. Heat swept through her body even as she felt goose bumps stirring on her flesh. His tuxedo covered a very impressive set of shoulders and a wide chest before tapering down to a trim waist. Long legs had him standing about six foot two, by Keira’s estimation, and all that height was topped off by a shock of black hair that curled deliciously at the nape of his neck. He might be dressed in a three-thousand-dollar tuxedo, but she couldn’t stop her assessment. He even looked like a pirate.


    It was all in the eyes, she realized. They were a vivid shade of blue, full to the brim with the clear intention of plundering and looting his way through her company. She fought the rush of heat that flooded her chest when it finally sunk in that his gaze was leveled straight on her. Funny how the feeling that he was primed to plunder and loot only grew stronger.


    And far more personal.


    As the heat creeping up her neck registered, she pulled herself together. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s rude to eavesdrop, Mr. Cooper?”


    He stuck out a hand, a wry smile on his lips as he bared even white teeth. “Clearly not, seeing as how my father lacked the appropriate motivation—or time—to ensure I learned the basics.”


    Sally let out a heavy gasp. “Mr. Cooper. My apologies for my insensitive comment.”


    Nathan amped up his thousand-watt smile. “Please don’t think anything of it. He is a bastard and he’s my father, so you were absolutely accurate.”


    “Yes, well, that’s your business and none of mine so the apology stands.”


    “Accepted.” On a nod, he held out his hand. “Nathan Cooper. You’re Sally Hughes, yes?”


    “Why yes.”


    Introductions were made all around before Keira felt the full weight of Nathan Cooper’s sky-blue gaze again focused solely on her. “So you’re hosting the event this evening?”


    “Guilty as charged.”


    “Outstanding. It’s important the business community sees what a vibrant, forward-thinking organization McBride Media is. Add on your status as a darling of the media and this is the perfect opportunity for us to mix and mingle.”


    A dark, creeping suspicion edged the butterflies completely out of her stomach as she stood there staring up at Nathan Cooper. His broad shoulders blocked the rest of the ballroom from view, and it felt like the weight of his stare bore down on her with no one to save her. “And why would I want to do that?”


    “You don’t want the media to think our impending business deal is going poorly, do you?”


    She heard her sisters’ whispered murmurs but refused to turn to them and take her gaze off of Nathan. Like wary prey, she was unwilling to break eye contact. “There is no impending business deal.”


    “I believe the Financial Journal reported on it just this morning. He might have missed out on solid parenting skills, but there are some things my father manages to get right.”


    “How lovely for him.” Keira knew her voice sounded as brittle as dry toast, but heaven help her if she could keep quiet. “Look, whatever little act you’ve got going this evening is all yours. As far as I’m concerned, McBride Media is under a hostile takeover attempt. That’s the feedback I’ve given my board of directors. I see absolutely no reason to pretend otherwise.”


    Nathan leaned in and she took a step back, the pale liquid sloshing dangerously close to the edge of her champagne flute. The husky tone of his voice rolled over her nerve endings, the flute shaking in her hands as she let out an involuntary shiver. “I prefer my takeovers to be anything but hostile.”


    With the battle lines drawn, Keira planted her four-inch heels in a firmer stance and held her ground. Chin high, she looked Nathan Cooper straight in the eye. “I guess you’re going to have to live with disappointment. I refuse to be taken over.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Nathan didn’t miss the salivating looks from the various media outlets assembled around the room. The annual advertising dinner might not be evening-news material, but the business press followed the industry diligently. And a media company blazing a comeback trail led by three sisters who were as smart as they were beautiful made for good press. That same media company under attack made it even better.


    He’d never attended the Publishers Association Dinner before and that, Nathan knew, was drawing speculative looks as well. As his business interests had always run to non-media entities—a clear departure from his father’s chosen profession—his interest in McBride Media was big news.


    He took a sip of the wine served for dinner, a surprisingly good vintage, and placed his full attention on Keira McBride. She owned the room like a pro, fulfilling her hostess duties with a mix of humor, fun quips, and a strong sense of how quickly attention could wane if she didn’t keep the event moving at a good clip.


    She was magnificent.


    It really was the only apt description. The black gown she wore was a stunning number, simple in design, yet form-fitted enough to ensure anyone who looked at her knew she was all woman. Her dark hair was pulled up into an elegant twist and the long column of her throat enticed him as he imagined pressing kisses along its length.


    His gaze followed her as she retook her seat at the table next to him, the speaker she’d just introduced now making his presentation. Tamping down on the heat flooding his system, he leaned toward her, grateful the tightly packed tables put her in easy distance of his seat. “You’re quite the hostess. You’ve got the room in your palm.”


    Keira made a show of settling her napkin on her lap, but he didn’t miss the slight trembling of her fingers. “It’s a crowd I’ve known for years. They make it easy.”


    “That doesn’t mean it is easy.” When she didn’t reply, he leaned in closer to whisper in her ear. “If you don’t smile, the press vultures in the room are going to make this far harder when the dinner’s over.”


    Her eyes widened even as her lush mouth firmed into a prim straight line. “You’re one to talk. You were quite chummy with those so-called vultures this morning.”


    “I use the press to my own ends, nothing more.”


    “Clearly that end is the ruin of my company.”


    Nathan shrugged, more because he knew the action would bait her further than from any sense of entitlement. “It’s a highly lucrative investment. I can offer your board significant expansion and a growth plan for the next decade. I’ve already indicated the same to your major shareholders.”


    She folded her arms, but the action did nothing to cool his interest, as the motion accentuated her breasts. “I have a multi-year growth plan and am well into the execution of it.”


    The scent of honeysuckle drifted from her, no doubt a reaction to the rising heat of her body. A broad smile cracked his face at the knowledge he was getting to her. Leaning in even farther, his voice nothing but a light murmur against her ear, he whispered, “I bet mine’s better.”


    …


    Keira didn’t know when she’d ever been so frustrated, with a situation or with herself. She kept her hands firmly clenched in her lap as she fought a more urgent problem—the heat flowing through her body in long, languorous waves.


    How dare he say those things to her! And how dare her traitorous body react like this.


    Damn, but the man had a lethal charm that ought to be illegal. And he was also canny enough to know they were in a setting where she wouldn’t fully react to his taunting comments for fear of embarrassing herself. Especially because it would mean making a scene between two tables full of people. How had he managed to get the seat right next to hers? The thought only added to the irony of the moment. Here she was, her body tingling in anticipation of something she had no business wanting while she pasted on a smile for the assembled looky-loos who were convinced her business was in trouble.


    Unfortunately, they were right. It was.


    If she’d had any doubts about that earlier, they’d evaporated in full. Nathan Cooper was very, very dangerous. And his sights were set on her.


    No, she amended to herself, they’re set on McBride Media. She was just collateral damage.


    “I think you’d be surprised, Mr. Cooper. I know my company better than anyone. It’s my legacy, and I’ll be damned if I give it up without a fight.”


    The grin she’d dubbed “cocky” only that morning flashed as heat coalesced in his blue eyes, turning them a dark shade of indigo in the muted light of the ballroom. “There’s nothing like a good fight, Ms. McBride. And getting your opponent right where you want them? Well, there’s nothing more satisfying than that.”


    Keira didn’t even attempt a response as she rose to walk to the stage and close out the evening’s event. And if her legs wobbled slightly as she walked to the podium, well, that was no one’s business but hers.


    Fifteen minutes later, she was forced to admit a disheartening truth. While dinner had dragged on interminably, she wished it had lasted a whole lot longer. During the meal, she could hide behind the guise of acting as the evening’s hostess. Now, at the post-event cocktail and dessert hour, she was the head of McBride Media. The press circled around like sharks scenting blood.


    “Come on, Keira. Surely you can give me something. I was more than generous with my coverage of your new site launch last spring.”


    She glanced over the rim of her wineglass at the eager face of Ted Simmons, business reporter for one of the country’s leading news magazines. She’d known him for years and while his thought pieces on the modern era of business were exceptional, his poker face was nonexistent.


    “Ted, you know as well as I do you got that exclusive because you’ve got the best audience of the business elite out there. And you loved every minute of it, so don’t try to play it off now like it was such a favor. Besides,” she added, unable to repress a teasing note, “I introduced you to Maria. That entitles me to favorable consideration for the rest of my life.”


    Ted ran a hand through his thinning hair, his sigh audible over the noise of the crowd in the bar. “Don’t pull that card on me, Keira. Something’s brewing between you and Maverick Capital. That article this morning wasn’t a random guess.”


    “No, it wasn’t.” That dark, husky voice that belonged only in fantasies floated over her as Nathan interrupted her conversation with Ted. “Not random or a guess,” he added, as if his statement required further clarification.


    “Would you care to comment further on that, Mr. Cooper?”


    Any loyalty Ted felt for her had clearly evaporated in the face of the business story of the year. Keira knew it, and she also knew she shouldn’t fault him for it. But was it so much to ask that she be able to conduct this battle in private?


    It was her family’s company. A product of her grandfather’s hard work and clear vision. Her father had fallen down on that, unable to understand that even family legacies required hard work and daily effort, which was why they were in this position. He’d taken the company public, all too happy to take the money and run, and turned control over to a board of directors.


    She and her sisters had known better. They’d had Sally’s help, which had been considerable, buying them the time they needed to turn things around.


    Piece by careful piece, she, Mayson, and Camryn had rebuilt McBride Media, convincing the industry’s best and brightest to come work for them. They invested in the best journalists, purchased original photography instead of stock, and ensured both the words and the photos were shown to optimum advantage on their magazine pages or to anyone with a computer, a mobile phone, or a tablet.


    Magazines that were once the laughingstock of the industry had new editorial teams, new sales teams, and technology platforms that were the envy of the ad business, with company after company scrambling to get into the pages of McBride magazines or on their websites. And turn it around they did. McBride Media was a vibrant business, returned to its once-former glory.


    She’d be damned if she gave it up without a fight.


    “Actually, Ted, I’d prefer not to comment any further. Ms. McBride and I are in high-level discussions and they’re not meant to be public.”


    A casual shrug lifted Ted’s shoulders. “In my experience, private conversations have a way of leaking out. A few sound bites would be more than welcome.”


    Nathan clinked the ice in his cocktail glass, his eyes hard and unyielding. “Then I’m afraid I need to disappoint. I have far too much respect for what Ms. McBride and her sisters have rebuilt to divulge our discussions.”


    “We’re not having any discussions,” she grit out between clenched teeth and a fake smile.


    Before Ted could respond to that, Nathan laid his glass on the edge of the bar and settled his hand at her waist. Keira felt the warmth of his long fingers immediately where they lay firmly against her hip, the touch a hot brand through the thin silk of her dress. “On that note, we need to be going. If you’ll excuse us.”


    Keira allowed herself to be led away, a mixture of shock and relief filling her at his deft handling of the situation. Despite her frustrated rebuttal to Ted, she wasn’t interested in having a public conversation about a very private matter.


    Rather than use the situation to bait her further, adding to the fire he’d started with the Financial Journal article, he’d simply walked away from the situation. Which made absolutely no sense.


    She stared up at the firm set of his jaw as he navigated them through the ballroom.


    What was his game? She was still trying to figure it out—as well as why she was in his limo—a few minutes later.


    “I thought we’d go somewhere else to discuss things. That ballroom had far too many reporters for my comfort.”


    “On the contrary. I’d have thought you’d be right at home, spinning your story for the press. Just like you did for this morning’s edition.”


    “This morning was different. That was the opening salvo. The rest of this battle is between us, darling.”


    She clicked her tongue at the back of her teeth, unwilling to be baited. “You call all your opponents darling? I imagine that raises quite a few eyebrows.”


    “Most of my opponents don’t deserve it.”


    “I do because I’m a woman?”


    Nathan leaned forward, his predatory gaze unwavering on hers. “A very beautiful woman.”


    She would not be baited. Or flattered. Or enticed by those sin-with-me eyes. “It’s immaterial.”


    “Actually, it’s not.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “This is a business transaction and the press is going to love pitting us against each other. The fact that you’re a beautiful woman has an impact. The press loves a good story, but when the players are as attractive as you three, well, it gives you an advantage.”


    Keira shook her head, trying to follow his train of thought. “You’re suggesting I have a leg up because of how I look. That my shareholders will make a major business decision because of a photograph or two?”


    “It doesn’t hurt.”


    “If that’s the case, what about you? Movie-star good looks can’t hurt your march on the company like Sherman through the South. I saw the way the female half of the ballroom fawned over you.”


    “So you were watching out for me? Or more to the point, watching those watching out for me?”


    Keira snapped her mouth closed, unwilling to engage in any further discussion. No matter what she said—or how she framed her thoughts—he seemed to have a response waiting up his sleeve.


    She knew people made decisions for far poorer reasons than what they read in the press, but from Sally’s reports earlier, Nathan had won more than a few investors over to his side already. Between his own stock purchase and his advance negotiations with several major investors—two large pension funds and a mutual fund that they knew of—he’d already laid some serious groundwork. All he needed was to garner enough shareholder support his way and she, Camryn, and Mayson could kiss McBride Media good-bye.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    “There’s a quiet bar in your neighborhood. We’ll go there.”


    “You know where I live?”


    “The McBride penthouse isn’t exactly a secret. It’s been in your family for years, hasn’t it? And it’s been profiled in several architecture magazines.”


    Why did it feel like he had a leg up? Like he’d been studying her, while she’d been thrown into the deep end and was trying to catch up. She’d spent half her day combing the Internet for anything she could find on Nathan Cooper and it didn’t feel as if she’d made a dent, yet he knew where she lived.


    Nathan climbed from the car first, then held out his hand to help her. As his fingers closed over hers, the heat of his touch assailed her once more. Which was about as convenient as a heart attack, she admonished as she pulled her hand from his grasp before heading for the bar.


    This was a business meeting, nothing more.


    The Commons was dark and sparsely populated for a Tuesday night, which suited her fine, Keira thought. She took a seat at one of the small conversation tables at the far side of the room near a roaring fire. She’d already been on display enough this evening. If she had to spend some time with Nathan Cooper, the anonymity of their meeting was far preferable to the crowded publishers’ dinner.


    While a private meeting was preferable, it hardly made sense, and Nathan’s suggestion of a post-event drink didn’t answer the question of what he could possibly be up to. She and her sisters had spent time preparing with Sally and the rest of the legal team, and here Nathan was inviting her out for drinks one-on-one.


    Which brought her to her next question. Why was she here? She was a grown woman. She could have extricated herself from the evening, had been more than adept at doing just that in the past. Which brought her back to the original question.


    Why?


    “A dark Cabernet, as requested.” Nathan set a glass down before her, the deep bowl of the wineglass reflecting in the muted light of the bar’s fireplace. The fire made for a nice, rosy glow, distilling the slight chill of the early fall evening, but Keira found she didn’t need its warmth.


    Nathan Cooper was giving off more than enough heat to keep her warm.


    “This is much better. We can discuss things in a far more civilized manner.”


    “If by things you mean your intention to pillage my company, I’m going to have to insist we talk about something else. I’m not discussing McBride Media without including my legal counsel.”


    As if she’d said the words that let the genie out of the bottle, Nathan leaned forward, his shoulders again drawing her gaze. “That’s fine with me. I’ve no doubt we can discuss some far more interesting things than business.”


    Yet again, she was struck by how easily he maneuvered her.


    Although she hadn’t dated anyone seriously in quite some time, she’d always been able to hold her own. She appreciated the company of men, but she’d never felt this off-kilter. This off her game. Nathan Cooper unsettled her and she was damned if she could figure out why.


    “You’re quite the smooth talker. I hope you understand that neither my sisters nor I will capitulate easily. McBride Media is our heritage. It’s in our blood, and it’s far more than just a job for any of us.” She took a sip of the wine, the rich flavor smooth and even on her tongue. “Can you say the same?”


    …


    Could he say the same?


    Nathan swirled his wine, the heat of the fire growing uncomfortable along his right side.


    Did he feel something deeper, more heartfelt, for how he spent his days beyond this all-consuming urge to conquer? She wasn’t so far off when she used the word pillage. Maybe that was the only thing in his blood. The ruthless need to overpower, to grind his enemies into the ground.


    Keira McBride seemed like anything but the enemy.


    Casually, he removed his tuxedo jacket, but it did little good. The heat of her gaze consumed him. And he was enjoying the sensation more than he’d thought possible. What was it about her? She was beautiful, yes, but it was more than that. Something in her called to him on a far more elemental level. He was a man who enjoyed women. Enjoyed sharing his time with them. But something about Keira made him think of more than sharing a few dinners and his bed afterward.


    More?


    A distinctly uncomfortable knot settled in his gut. He might be West Harrison’s illegitimate son, but he was his son all the same.


    And his genes didn’t do more.


    His mother had learned that the hard way. He’d seen how she suffered and he’d sworn he would never mislead a woman the same way.


    “You’re making this far more personal than it needs to be, Keira.” He savored the feel of her name on his tongue. “I don’t take over companies for personal reasons.”


    “Yes, but McBride Media is personal to me.” A surprising blend of anguish and determination painted her features in harsh lines. “And it’s personal to my sisters.”


    “It’s a business, nothing more. Add on what I’m proposing to buy the company for and the three of you are poised to be very wealthy women.”


    “McBride is about so much more than profit. Have you even read any of our magazines?” She leaned forward, those harsh lines changing as he saw the pride pour forth from her animated face. “Do you know we award scholarships every year to inner-city children who otherwise would have no way of going to college? That we contribute five percent of our profits to major health care initiatives like cancer, diabetes, and heart disease? Do you also know that several of our journalism pieces have been responsible for moving legislation through Congress to better insurance coverage or to give those without a voice public recognition. My grandfather’s legacy was that he believed in giving back, and my sisters and I take that same commitment very seriously.”


    Nathan was surprised by her impassioned plea, but he refused to be taken off course. Lots of companies did noble things—hell, his own company gave money to charity—and it didn’t make him any less noble to want to take the company apart.


    “Corporate charity is an expectation in this day and age.”


    “I’m well aware of that. But through our editorial mission we also have a chance to shape public perception for good.” Keira hesitated for a moment—he saw the brief flash of indecisiveness in her gaze—before she shifted gears. “Your business interests have never been in the media community. It’s also common knowledge you purposely chose not to get involved in your father’s business. So why now? Why us?”


    His stomach twisted at the mention of his father. West Harrison had offered him a job years ago. A job he’d thrown—with deliberate scorn—back in the son of a bitch’s face.


    Even now, the memory burned in his gut. His father’s smug face, so convinced he was doing his bastard son a favor by offering him a position at one of his magazines. It had been a joke of a job, a figurehead position. All the while his brother, Booth—West’s legitimate heir—was being groomed for the head of MediaCorp. Ignoring the usual scorn that tinged the back of his throat with a cold, metallic taste when he thought of his half brother, Nathan focused on her question.


    Keep the emotion out of it, Cooper. The way you always do.


    “Just because I haven’t been focused on the media industry up until now doesn’t mean anything. I’ve built my business on opportunity. Your company has presented an opportunity, nothing more.”


    She continued pressing her point, as if unwilling to drop the one thin thread she was clinging to. “It’s not that simple. You want something and I’d like to know what it is.”


    “Despite our attempt to complicate them, most things are actually quite easy. Straightforward. Surprisingly uncomplicated.”


    Frustrated with the focus on his possible motivations, he shifted gears. Leaning in toward her, his lips a breath away from hers, he whispered, “Speaking of things that are simple, you are right about one thing.”


    “What’s that?”


    “There is something I want.”


    With determined movements, he took the glass from her hand and laid it on the small cocktail table next to their chairs. His focus unwavering, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. The rich tang of wine on her lips met his taste buds first before being quickly replaced with a taste that was uniquely Keira. She filled his palate with the most exceptional flavor, something indescribably fresh, like ripe summer cherries.


    Hungry for more, his tongue sought entrance to her mouth and she tentatively opened for him, her hesitancy evident in the cautious grip she had on his shoulders as she leaned into him. Pressing the temporary advantage, he pulled her closer, one hand settling on her back as the other fit at the nape of her neck. Time spun out between them as if in slow motion, the world around them fading away as his entire existence focused on this moment.


    With this woman.


    A soft mewl sounded in her throat and he responded in kind, deepening the kiss. Their lips met, again and again, her lush sweetness reminding him once more of ripe fruit and the heated air of summer. He swept his tongue against hers, suddenly desperate for more of that taste—more of the flavor that was uniquely her—and he felt his control of the situation rapidly fleeing.


    Something inside of him shifted as he dragged himself away from her.


    What was this? And why was it suddenly impossible to see anything but her?


    …


    Keira wanted to fight the rising sensations, knew she should fight them, but she’d be damned if she could even tear her gaze from his lips.


    “Why? H-How?” She sputtered to come up with some coherent thought when all she wanted to do was kiss him again. “Why did you do that?”


    “We did that.” His voice was calm as he reached for her wineglass and handed it to her, their fingers brushing. The moment was fleeting, but she could have sworn his hand trembled oh so slightly, and she took some comfort in the fact that he wasn’t completely unaffected by their kiss.


    He took a sip from his own glass. “It’s just like I said. It’s simple.”


    Simple? It was anything but. “And what is that supposed to mean?”


    “It means there’s something between us. Something very good. There’s no reason not to act on it. We’re healthy, single adults.”


    “At war with each other.”


    “One doesn’t have to affect the other.”


    She resisted the urge to gasp, instead channeling the sudden charge of anger to focus her wayward thoughts. The man might be able to kiss like a pro, but he wasn’t about to use it—or her—to railroad her company. “There is no one. Or other, for that matter.”


    “What’s the phrase?” He swirled the wine in his glass, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Make love, not war?”


    “Seeing as how I’m not a peace-loving hippie or a woman who goes down without a fight, I don’t see how it applies.”


    “We want each other. That’s enough.”


    “I’m not a woman who makes it a habit of sleeping with my enemies.”


    “Who do you make it a habit to sleep with?” The question was deceptively casual, but she didn’t miss the glaze of male possession that marked his features. The lines in his forehead stood out in sharp relief to his narrowed eyebrows, and his fingers dug into his thighs, turning the tips white.


    “This conversation is over.” Reaching for her evening clutch, she stood. “I’ll see myself out. As you mentioned, my apartment is right around the corner.”


    “I’ll walk you.”


    “There’s no need.”


    “You’re not walking home by yourself.”


    “I’m awed by your sudden streak of chivalry, Nathan. Especially since, if I just interpreted the subtext of your last several comments appropriately, you seem to think it’s a no-brainer that I’d fall into your bed while you attempt to take over my company.”


    “It’s not an attempt, Keira. For your company or your bed.”


    “You’ll have neither.”


    He smiled slowly and saluted her with his wineglass. “I’ll have both and we both know it.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    “What happened to you last night? One minute I see you at the hotel bar and the next time I glance over, you’re being escorted from the ballroom by Nathan Cooper.”


    Keira glanced up from where she tapped away on her laptop, unable to stop the frown Mayson’s words evoked. “Nothing happened. Or not much, anyway.”


    “Not much?” Mayson’s eyes widened as she beelined her way to the chair opposite Keira’s desk. “You have details?”


    “No,” she said. Then she amended herself with a quiet, “Yeah, well, sort of.”


    Mayson was already reaching for the phone at the edge of the desk. Before Keira could blink, Camryn’s voice shot out of the speaker. “What?”


    “Get in here. Now.”


    “Mayse?”


    “Yeah. It’s me and I’m in Keira’s office. Just like we thought, something happened last night, and I’m about to get details.”


    “I’ll be right there.”


    Keira frowned at the phone but resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at it. She turned toward her youngest sister. “Why are you making such a production out of this?”


    “Was there lip action?”


    Keira pressed together those very lips Nathan had plundered and refrained from answering.


    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Mayson said with a triumphant smile.


    “What was a yes?” Camryn demanded from the doorway. She crossed the room as quickly as Mayson had—a feat even more impressive in her killer heels they’d all been coveting for weeks—and settled herself next to her sister. “Okay. I want to hear all of it.”


    “He wants to sleep with me.”


    Camryn frowned. “Well, yeah, duh, he’s a man.” She shot a dark look at Mayson. “You dragged me away from my office for the obvious?”


    “Your spreadsheets can wait, oh geeky one.” Mayson leaned forward, her expression rapt with interest. “Something happened last night.”


    Keira knew it was impossible to resist in the face of her sisters’ eager expectations, so she simply let out with it. “We kissed.”


    “Where?”


    “At the Commons. Around the street from the apartment.”


    Camryn’s interest was evident as she leaned forward, her posture a match for Mayson’s. “How’d that happen?”


    “I don’t know, really.” That, at least, was the truth. One minute they were arguing their positions and the next she was in his arms, being kissed breathless. “It just sort of happened.”


    A small sigh escaped Camryn’s lips. “That’s the best kind.”


    “It’s idiotic, irresponsible, and inconvenient.”


    “Which is also the best kind of kissing,” Mayson said.


    Keira smiled, even as she searched for the right words. “It’s more than that. He wants the company. This isn’t a joke or some whispered rumor skating its way through the business press. He’s targeted us and he’s not going away.”


    She saw it the moment the teasing lights went out of both her sisters’ eyes. Camryn was the first to speak. “If he thinks he can romance it out from underneath you, the jerk is in for a surprise.”


    Although that seemed like the most obvious answer for his sudden, seductive interest—and one she’d spent half the night turning over in her mind—it didn’t fit. Didn’t feel right. Nathan Cooper might be a lot of things—ruthless sitting at the top of the heap—but his ardor hadn’t seemed faked. In fact, it had seemed as if it had sucker punched him as cleanly as it had her.


    “It’s not that.” Keira shook her head, searching for the right words to describe what she was feeling. “I can’t explain it, but one was completely disconnected from the other.”


    “I didn’t mean that nearly as harshly as it sounded,” Camryn said. “Because you’re completely wonderful. But what do you mean, disconnected?”


    “He thinks he can have a fling with me and a go at the company. Like I’m somehow separate from McBride Media.”


    “You are separate, K.” Mayson waved a hand among all three of them. “We all are. Just because our last name’s on the company doesn’t mean we’re not individuals. We’re women first.”


    “Yes, but his blithe assumption he can have both is infuriating.”


    “He’s a powerful man borne of a powerful man.” Before either of them could argue with Mayson’s point, she said, “Please understand, I’m not excusing it, but it is in his blood.”


    “That’s an excellent point. Sally and I were going over the financials again this morning and he’s following every takeover trick in the book.” Camryn began ticking points off on her fingers. “Major stock purchase followed by an SEC filing, wooing our other major investors—even that salvo in the Financial Journal had the distinct purpose of getting investors riled up. Nathan Cooper knows what he’s doing.”


    “So why muddy that with attraction? He can’t be blind enough to think I’m not going to take this personally.” Keira dropped her head in her hands, the sheer stupidity of her actions the night before stabbing daggers at the base of her skull.


    Mayson spoke first. “Maybe because he really is attracted to you.”


    Keira turned over her sisters’ words long after they’d left to return to their offices. Mayson’s words, in particular, were more than apt. Nathan Cooper was a powerful man.


    A powerful man who was no doubt very used to getting his way in all things.


    With a sudden curiosity, she pulled up a search engine and typed in a few key words. An endless string of pages came up, all neatly catalogued around the life and times of West Harrison. She refined the query to consolidate a search for both West and Nathan and was still surprised to see more than one hundred pages of results.


    When she clicked on the first one that seemed of interest, a gossip column popped up. This particular story dealt with a fund-raiser the previous spring for a children’s charity. Both father and son were attendees, and the columnist seemed almost gleeful that the two men hadn’t spoken.


    Keira read through a few more stories, the underlying theme strangely consistent. Father and son kept up a cool facade of politeness with each other in public, but no one who was really looking missed the barely veiled disdain running between them. No wonder Nathan thought emotions could be separated as easily as flipping a switch. He clearly wasn’t raised with any. At least not by his father.


    Keira’s thoughts drifted to the evening before, when she’d questioned him on his interest in pursuing a media company. He’d hidden it well and if she hadn’t been looking for it, she’d likely have missed it. But Nathan wasn’t unaffected by the mention of West Harrison. Those vivid blue eyes had dulled as their discussion turned to his father and his entire demeanor had stiffened, like a dog circling for battle.


    Some scars are hard to hide no matter how hard we try, she mused as she clicked on one more article of interest. As she scrolled through the article that covered pretty much the same ground as the others, her phone buzzed.


    “Yes, Stacy.”


    “The lobby just rang. A Mister Nathan Cooper would like to see you.”


    The urge to send him away or pretend she wasn’t there was strong, but Keira knew it would only stave off the inevitable. “Thanks, Stacy. Send him up.”


    Keira clicked out of the article and turned off the search program. If she needed any ammunition to wage war on Nathan, understanding his relationship with his father was surely at the heart of the matter.


    The real question was how to use that to her advantage.


    …


    Nathan rode the sleek elevator to the upper echelons of the McBride empire. He hadn’t been surprised when the security guard in the lobby directed him to the top floor of the building. Where else would the princess of the empire live?


    He’d debated coming in the first place, trying to think through the best way to keep her off guard, but in the end he’d decided the slight olive branch of coming into her territory was quickly outweighed by the surprise nature of the attack. He knew legal would get involved soon, per her promise the night before as much as from the fact that legal always got involved, but for the next few days it was still just the two of them.


    Negotiating. For her company, of course. But it was negotiation for her bed where his interests were far more…urgent.


    As the numbers continued to rise on the elevator’s digital panel, his anticipation rose as well. What was it about this woman? And why had she gripped him with this sudden madness that had her filling his thoughts and crowding out everything else?


    Images of her naked and in his arms had kept him awake most of the night, warring with the heated remembrance of kissing her lush lips. Plundering her mouth and the rich, sweet wine taste of her. His body tightened at the mere thought of her, and he shifted his feet as the tension that had gripped him all night assailed him again. He needed to focus on the task at hand. Whatever fire had been stoked between them the evening before needed to stay firmly in the background. It was time to initiate phase two of his battle for her company. And this intense, consuming need for her couldn’t stand in the way of that.


    He wouldn’t let it.


    The elevator stopped on the fortieth floor and, satisfied he’d put this crazy attraction for her firmly in its place, he stepped into the plush inner sanctum of McBride Media. It was time to storm the castle.


    After braving the speculative looks of her assistant as she took his coat and escorted him down the hall, he smiled to himself while running the gauntlet toward Keira’s office. Gazes rose over laptops as the various occupants of the offices he passed glanced up at him, recognition hitting each face in turn. Within moments, he knew the grapevine would be humming that the enemy had breached the inner sanctum.


    She sat behind a sleek desk, the cherry wood fashioned into a table with uniquely angled legs that managed to give the piece a very contemporary yet classic look. Just like Keira. Other than a small stack of folders, a thin laptop, and a phone, the desk was neat. Elegant. Refined. Also just like Keira.


    She rose and moved toward him, her hand extended and her polite smile firmly planted. As their hands met, he didn’t miss the wariness that peeked through the dark brown of her eyes. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Cooper.”


    “Thank you for making the time.”


    She gave brief instructions to her assistant to bring in a coffee service before gesturing him to a chair opposite her desk. He didn’t miss the fact that she had a small meeting table across the room that she didn’t invite him to sit at. He admired the move and the business sense that went with it. A seat at that table would suggest they were equals. The two of them on opposite sides of her desk suggested she was in control.


    For now, he reassured himself.


    Only for now.


    Once settled in her chair, she folded her hands on the desktop and offered him a smile. It was bland and well-mannered, as if she could erase what had happened between them the night before if she simply shot enough politeness in his direction. “I have to admit, I’m surprised by your visit. I assumed the next steps would go through our lawyers.”


    “I wanted to see you again. Get a feel for the company. Talk to you about what you see as McBride’s strengths and weaknesses.”


    Keira waved her assistant in with the coffee and held her comments until the woman had again departed from the room after setting down two steaming mugs. “I can’t see how there would be any circumstance in which I’d give you information that would help you take over my company. In fact, I’m honestly surprised someone of your business experience would even suggest it.”


    “I’m going to take over the company and I’d like to build on what you’ve already created. I think we got off to a poor start. I have no intention of letting go of you or your sisters once the deal is finalized. I need good people at the top and the three of you are more than adept.”


    “Yes, we are.” She reached for her coffee, the same wary gaze she’d worn the evening before staring back at him.


    “And you don’t believe I know that?”


    “I don’t claim to know what you believe, Mr. Cooper.”


    He couldn’t say what it was about her expression that chafed, but he didn’t find the same satisfaction he’d felt in deals past when an opponent had stared at him with a cautious and distrustful gaze. That expression in Keira’s warm chocolate-brown eyes was almost…embarrassing? And it wasn’t because she was a woman, he told himself. He couldn’t care less who sat across from him in a business negotiation. It was the deal that mattered.


    Or it had always mattered. Before. So what was different now? And why did he see something else hovering in the depths of that mistrustful gaze?


    Like pity.


    Tamping down an unexpected tide of anger, Nathan reached for his mug, his movements deliberate.


    “I think you’ve done some amazing things with the company. I have no intention of changing that.”


    “I’m the group publisher. I run the organization. Surely in your vision of world domination, you don’t see my continuing in that role as a viable option.”


    “Why not? I’m sure there are changes I’d like to make. Your decision, for example, to continue publishing Home and Family makes no sense.”


    “It’s our flagship. And it’s far more profitable than the business and advertising presses would like to believe.”


    He shrugged, unwilling to believe his intel on the company was flawed. “Then it’s a recent change.”


    Her eyes went wide with mock innocence as she stared at him over the rim of her coffee cup. “Or maybe you need to admit you don’t know as much about the media business as you think you do.”


    “Are you willing to bet your company on that, princess?”


    “I’m not interested in betting anything. As I’ve tried to explain to you, McBride Media is not for sale.”


    “You should have thought about that before you made the company public.”


    “My father did that.”


    Nathan immediately keyed in on the slight hitch in her voice as another few pieces of the puzzle fell into place. “And you’ve spent your life cleaning up Daddy’s mistakes, haven’t you?”


    If he expected his words to crush her, he was in for some serious disappointment. Instead, her spine stiffened even further while her voice took on a harder edge as she skated dangerously close to the edge of well-mannered propriety.


    “Innuendo and suspicion, Nathan? I’d have thought you had a far better arsenal of weapons than that. Especially since you’ve prickled up on the few occasions your father’s been mentioned.”


    She was cool; he’d give her that. Of course, she’d have to be to survive—and thrive—in business as she had.


    “You can’t run from the truth. His actions put the company in a vulnerable position by making it public.”


    “And you somehow feel that vulnerability means it’s your God-given right to come in and steal it.”


    “I’m not stealing anything, Keira.”


    “That’s a matter of opinion.”


    Before he could say anything, a discreet knock echoed from the doorway and her assistant came back in. “I’m so sorry to disturb you, but you said you wanted me to let you know when your car arrived.”


    “Thanks, Stacy.”


    As soon as the woman left, Keira stood, her actions effectively dismissing their conversation and him.


    “I have a lunch appointment I need to keep. Which is probably for the best, as it’s clear you and I aren’t going to see eye to eye.”


    “I’ll come with you.”


    Nathan wasn’t sure where the response came from—had really only said it as a reaction to the heat of the moment—but now that the words were out the idea took on considerable merit.


    And couldn’t deny his interest in seeing how she handled herself in a business transaction, one that was, presumably, not as tense and argumentative as what was evolving between them.


    “I’m not bringing you on a business lunch.”


    Warming up to the idea, he couldn’t stop the smile. His own meetings could wait. This was far more important. “Sure you are. It’ll give me a chance to see you in action.”


    “So you can steal my secrets?”


    “So I can see how it’s done right.”


    He saw her momentarily stumble before she stopped stuffing a few items into a pricey designer tote to stare at him, her expression softening a few degrees. The shift in tactic was not nearly as subtle as he suspected she’d intended, but he was intrigued all the same. Keira struck him as a professional who did nothing without very deliberate intention.


    “Nathan. I’ve worked to get this appointment for six months. It’s with the head of Rejuvenate Cosmetics. As someone who wants to take over my company, surely you can understand the importance of growing the business of a client like this.”


    “All the more reason for me to come. I’ve known Simon since my university days. I’m sure he won’t mind.”


    …


    Keira fought the urge to scream in frustration.


    Barely.


    “You do realize that inviting yourself somewhere is rude.”


    “Not the first time that label’s been thrown at me.” A quirky grin lit his lips and she fought the magnetic pull of that odd little smile that was both self-deprecating and perhaps the tiniest bit sad. Then the smile vanished as he leaned toward her with a conspiratorial wink. “People tend to find takeovers, as a rule, bad-mannered and impolite.”


    “So why do them?” Her own words were out before she could stop them, her thoughts still filled with the sadness she’d sensed in him.


    “Because I’m a businessman and it’s what I’ve built my company to do.”


    “Surely you could find other ways to make investments. Other ways to grow your company.” Why was she even responding to this? Asking questions only gave credence to his choices and made it seem as if she cared.


    Which she didn’t.


    “I do make other investments, but this is a major strategy of Maverick Capital.” Clouds filled his blue gaze and yet again, Keira sensed there was something under the surface—something that pulled at her—before it vanished. “Come on. Simon doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”


    Keira brushed off whatever strange fascination had given her even the slightest pause in her own anger and re-checked she had everything for her meeting. With one last dark glance in Nathan’s direction, she stuffed her proposal into her bag and breezed past him as she moved around her desk.


    This was her game. Her meeting. Let him try to keep up.


    Fifteen minutes later, insult was layered over injury as Nathan and Simon slapped each other in that harsh-yet-jovial way of men. Simon turned his attention toward her, his legendary charm front and center. “Keira. It’s so lovely to see you. It feels like we’ve been planning this lunch forever.”


    “You’re a busy man. I understand how hard it is to get away. I appreciate you making the time.”


    “You’re quite busy yourself, from what I hear.” Simon extended a hand for her to follow after the maître d’ before falling in step behind her. If he’d thought it odd she’d brought Nathan along, he hid it well. More likely, Keira thought, he was too polite to admit he’d read the business press and knew exactly why Nathan Cooper was along on their lunch.


    Once they were seated, Simon picked up where he’d left off. “Your company’s doing some outstanding things. I’ve heard nothing but praise for the new app you launched a few months back.”


    “The beauty finder?”


    “That’s the one. The whole office can’t stop talking about it. We’ve already seen a significant uptick in sales. I appreciate the exclusive you offered us for the mascara category during our new product launch.”


    Keira took the opening that was offered, leaning forward as the rush of adrenaline hit her veins. “We’ve seen similar results off the data but obviously aren’t privy to your actual sales figures. I’m so pleased the consumer interest is generating results.”


    She caught Nathan looking at her from the corner of her eye as she picked up her menu. His gaze was a warm blue and, if she wasn’t mistaken, there was a distinct note of admiration as he stared at her from across the table. If it had been simple lust in his eyes, she could have ignored it. Could have chalked it up to something ephemeral and not worth her time. But the acknowledgment of her accomplishment and understanding of her skills? That she couldn’t deny.


    A shot of need arrowed through her belly and heat suffused her chest as her fingers began to shake, and she hastily set down her menu to clasp them in her lap. Unable to resist, she shot one final glance at Nathan and knew she was in big trouble. The admiration that had been there only moments ago had transformed into something else as need and want washed the bright blue in a bold swath of fire that threatened to consume her.


    Her earlier words to her sisters came rushing back to her. He thinks he can have a fling with me and a go at the company. Like I’m somehow separate from McBride Media.


    She was separate, wasn’t she?


    As much as she loved her job, she was still a woman. And it was becoming increasingly evident the woman was in as much trouble as her business-focused alter ego.


    Simon folded his menu and turned toward her. “So, Keira. You mentioned on the phone you’ve got a new proposal. I’d like to hear it.”


    Reaching for the slim folder she’d packed before leaving her office, Keira debated briefly as she pulled out the two printed copies. Ignore Nathan and draw even more attention to their situation. Or give him her copy of the proposal and present from memory, showcasing how well she knew her material.


    Acting on impulse, she handed both men copies and dove in. Within moments, she knew the move had been the correct one. Rather than focusing on the pages, she walked Simon through her vision for a new application, one that expanded on the beauty app and was sure to give his company a competitive advantage within weeks.


    An hour later, she watched as Simon’s broad-shouldered form wove its way through the dining room, a signed letter of intent now sitting in her tote.


    “Well played, Ms. McBride.”


    The glow of a successful business lunch evaporated as if doused with a sudden rain shower. “Excuse me?”


    “You had him from the word go. I’m impressed. And the presentation from memory was inspired. You had him completely captivated and eating out of the palm of your hand. That’s no mean feat with Baldwin.”


    She wasn’t sure why the words chafed at her, but something in his tone did, as if her idea didn’t stand on its own merit but had to be sold by her looks. “I didn’t have him, Nathan. I presented him with a good business opportunity.”


    “One he enjoyed taking advantage of. You were magnificent.”


    The warm pleasure that had filled her stomach earlier twisted into something far more dark as she worked to decipher his meaning. “What are you implying, exactly?”


    “You just sold Simon Baldwin, a notoriously hard sell, a project in an hour. The man’s ridiculously careful in his decision-making and doesn’t jump on anything, which has been a successful strategy for him, but it doesn’t change the fact it’s his MO. Yet here you are, selling him a million-dollar deal in the amount of time it takes to eat a salad and a piece of salmon. So I’m telling you, well played.”


    It was silly of her to get upset. She was a saleswoman, first and foremost, in charge of a company full of salespeople. She looked for that special spark in her employees, someone who could passionately sell a proposal. No matter how good an idea, delivery made a big impression.


    So why couldn’t she shake the implied insult of his words? Or the sudden throat-tightening anger at being patted on the head?


    “Are you suggesting if I weren’t wearing makeup and showing off my legs, he wouldn’t have gone for the deal?”


    “No, I’m not.” Confusion at the turn in the conversation imprinted itself in a small line between his brows. “But you have to admit it didn’t hurt. You’re a beautiful woman, Keira. You’re also smart and incredibly savvy. He’d have been a fool not to notice.”


    Sly tendrils of pleasure unfurled within her at the compliment, and she ruthlessly stamped on it. She would not let him get the upper hand. “Yet again, Mr. Cooper, I can’t fathom why you seem to equate what I look like with my success.”


    “It’s Nathan.” Whatever light had been in his eyes was gone as he threw his napkin down and reached for the bill. “And I fail to understand why you can’t accept who you are is as much of a business advantage as your mind and your ideas and your family history. It’s all a package, Keira. Why the hell are you so insulted by it?”


    Something sparked to life inside of her, catching fire in her belly with the ember of forgotten memories. Her father had been that dismissive. That indifferent.


    “Do whatever you want, Keira. If you and Camryn and Mayson want to play at running the company, be my guest. I’m done wasting my time with it. I should have let your grandfather get rid of it years ago.”


    “It’s your tone I’m insulted by. As if I’m some object to be petted.”


    “Is that really it, princess?” The light of battle set his shoulders in a hard line as he leaned forward. “Because I think it’s something else. I think it bothers you that I see you as a desirable woman. And you know what I think bothers you even more?”


    He let the question hang there, and damn her if she didn’t respond. “Oh, please enlighten me.”


    “I think it bothers the hell out of you that you see me as a man.”


    Refusing to acknowledge the taunt, Keira reached for the bill, her trembling movements quick enough he couldn’t react and snatch it away from her. She picked up his credit card and tossed it to him as she slammed her own inside the bill’s sleeve.


    “What are you doing?”


    “It was my business lunch. It’s my company. It’s my expense.”


    He sat back, the light of battle still a harsh aura around his powerful frame. Everything about him spoke of power. Control. Influence. His designer custom-fitted suit. His five-hundred-dollar haircut. His black and gold credit card. But even without those things, Keira knew it wouldn’t have mattered.


    It was him.


    Power dripped off him in the same way a lion owned the jungle or a lightning storm owned the sky.


    “Truth hurts, doesn’t it?”


    “I don’t run from the truth, nor do I run from competition. You can sit here and think whatever you’d like. About me, about my company, about how I’m going to approach this negotiation with you. You won’t win.”


    The slash of his mouth shifted and spread until a wicked smile crested those lush, sinful lips. “You, or your company?”


    “Both.”


    “I do love a good fight. It makes winning that much sweeter. To that end, what are you doing Friday?”


    She shook her head as she reached for the credit card statement their waiter had laid beside her. “Have you developed a sudden case of deafness, Nathan?”


    “Not in the least. I want to see you again. Friday’s only a few days away. I’d like to get plans solidified.”


    “We won’t be seeing each other again.” Keira slammed her wallet into her purse and stood, barely catching herself before pushing the chair back in a heated rush.


    “You can’t deny there’s an attraction between us.” His voice was quiet but she didn’t miss a single word, despite the din of the restaurant.


    And there it was. The one piece she’d attempted to delude herself into thinking would go away. “No, I won’t deny it. I also won’t act on something that can hurt everything I’ve worked for.”


    “So just like that you won’t give me a chance? Won’t give us a chance?”


    Temptation beckoned and for the first time in her life she had a sense of what must have gone down in the Garden of Eden. Nothing was rational about her attraction to Nathan, but the wisps of need that curled in her belly didn’t seem to care.


    “I can’t.”


    “Can’t or won’t?”


    “It’s a moot point as I’m out of town this weekend.”


    “Where are you going?”


    Where Keira thought the logic of being out of town would be a deterrent, the interest that leapt into his eyes had doubt inching along her spine. “That dying little magazine of ours you were so quick to dismiss? Home and Family? It’s our annual food and wine festival in Las Vegas. I’ve got plans.”


    Nathan extended a hand and settled his palm across her lower back as they walked through the restaurant. His voice was low when he leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Perfect. I’ve needed to see to some business interests in Vegas. I’ll see you at the festival.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    Nathan knew money could buy a lot of things, but he couldn’t hold back the undiluted admiration at what Keira and her staff had created in the large hotel conference center, deep in the heart of the Las Vegas strip.


    The convention space had been transformed into a food-lovers’ paradise, complete with elaborate stations for a number of celebrity chefs, long rows of wine-tasting stations, and what had to be eight million twinkle lights woven into a tapestry of color along the entire length of the hall.


    A small army of staff moved in an oddly chaotic ballet, directing workers to where they needed to place electrical strips, propane tanks, and racks of wineglasses. In the middle of it all stood Keira. A thin headset sat on her head and she marched around the room in a pair of heels that would fell a lesser woman at thirty paces.


    She was incredible, and a small ache settled in the pit of his stomach as he stood off to the side and watched her. Where had this come from?


    She hadn’t been far from his thoughts for the last forty-eight hours and Nathan still hadn’t figured out how he could possibly have missed a woman he barely knew. Or why he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


    A loud commotion pulled him from his thoughts when a waiter carrying too many stacks of wineglasses stumbled over a taped-down electrical wire. Whatever softer emotions had him gazing at Keira fled as he leaped into action. Nathan pushed forward to keep the man from falling onto Keira, while loud shouts echoed in the cavernous space around them.


    Crushing her to him, Nathan dragged her several paces, his arms full of surprised woman. Her hands pressed against his chest and her lips formed a surprised O as she stared up at him.


    “What?”


    His arms stayed tight around her as he fought to calm his raging heartbeat. “Are you okay?”


    “Me? What? I’m fine.” She struggled against him, her slender form sending his blood pressure soaring even higher as the length of her body brushed against his before she scrambled out of his arms.


    “You could have broken an ankle in those shoes. Are you sure you’re okay?” He took a few steps toward her, closing the distance she created and reaching for her hand even as his inane words echoed in his head.


    He’d spent his adult life admiring women who wore sexy heels and now he was worried she’d break a leg? Shaking it off, he couldn’t ignore the subtle grimace that lined her lips. Her expression held more anger and embarrassment than pain. “If that’s the worst we deal with today, I’ll consider myself lucky.”


    As she smoothed down her multicolored silk blouse in a nervous gesture, he couldn’t hold back a small smile. “But are you okay?”


    “Yes, I really am fine.” Keira pulled her gaze from the hotel staff who’d quickly come over to help with the broken glasses. “Running about two hours behind schedule, but fine.”


    “You’ve got an army of workers in here. It’ll all get done.”


    “That’s what my catering manager told me.” With one final look around, she turned to him. “What are you doing here?”


    “I told you I wanted to see you this weekend.”


    Nathan could have sworn he saw a quick spark of something deep in those luscious brown eyes before she firmly shut it down. “And I told you I’ve got work to do.”


    “Well then, why don’t you show me around as you do all that work you so urgently need to get back to? Especially now that we’ve averted today’s disaster.”


    Her eyes narrowed as she stared back at him and Nathan felt the battle of wills arc through the air between them as Keira decided her next move. “Fine. The sooner I show you around, the sooner I can get rid of you.”


    “That’s what you think.”


    He was surprised to realize he meant every word.


    …


    Keira fought down the urge to respond as she turned on her heel and started for the section of the room labeled California Reds. She hated the petulant tone that tinged her words and hated even more the way he could make her feel so off her game. As someone who prided herself on her sense of control, comportment, and decorum, this constant unease was troubling. The small voice that sounded remarkably like her sisters’ rose up at that moment to be heard over the din of confusion roiling through her mind.


    Maybe a little time spent out of control is just what you need.


    She ran her hands over her blouse once more to brush away non-existent wrinkles and moved her thoughts firmly to the voices echoing through her headset instead. Sadly, even that was a disappointment, seeing as how everything was moving smoothly toward the finish line.


    Damn, where was an emergency when she needed one?


    On a soft sigh, she turned back toward Nathan, cursing the butterflies in her stomach. Did the man have to be so compelling? His liquid blue eyes and broad shoulders were set off to perfection by his work-casual outfit of a button-down white shirt open at the throat, charcoal slacks, and a beautiful pair of Italian loafers.


    “Let’s start in wines.”


    He nodded and followed, his gaze alert as it roved over the various stations in progress. Forcing a polite blandness into her tone, she began the same practiced speech she’d give the reporters in another few hours.


    “The show is in its twenty-seventh year. It started as a destination to showcase all our food advertisers in Home and Family magazine and quickly took on a life all its own.”


    “How many attendees?”


    “We’ll have more than thirty thousand. When my dad was running it we were lucky to hit a few thousand, although to hear my sister tell it, no more than about twenty people bothered to show up.”


    A small smile creased his lips at her small aside, but Keira didn’t miss the clear note of respect in his next words. “That’s impressive.”


    She heard the respect in his tone and was startled, turning toward him as they came upon the set of booths that was their destination. “Thank you.”


    “Are all the participants advertisers?”


    “We’d like them to be, but some simply take advantage of the show. We have a series of marketing packages, so I’d still consider them advertisers, even if they’re not in the pages of the magazine. We’ve also converted several to our online properties, with that number increasing each year.”


    “Clever.”


    “It’s business. Once they see the power of the Home and Family audience in person, they realize how hard it is to ignore.”


    “You’re a force to be reckoned with.”


    The compliment flowed over her and Keira stopped to look at him. Really look at him. Beyond the movie-star eyes and the athletic frame and the expensive shoes.


    Was this all part of his game? Make her feel that her work had meaning before going in for the kill?


    She wanted to believe there was a cold, unfeeling man underneath that very warm-looking surface so she could protect herself. But even as she kept putting up a brick wall of skepticism, she couldn’t shake the idea that he was sincere. Add on the heady feelings invoked by that mysterious blue gaze, one that made her think of quiet corners and private moments, and she knew she was in trouble.


    With every ounce of self-possession she could muster, Keira forced herself back to her mental script as they reached the first booth. “This is the start of the wine stations. We begin with the California reds and move on from there.”


    “Why the reds?”


    “It’s our largest base of participants, for starters.”


    “All who have pretty easy access to the show,” he said as he looked at one of the tasting areas.


    “Absolutely. Vegas is an easy trip for them. Plus, people are probably least intimidated by the more familiar wines here and it kicks this section off with a bang.”


    “Smart.”


    Keira couldn’t hold back the smile. “Practical. We get them happy here and move them to the European wines. By the time they hit Bordeaux, we’ve got them hooked.”


    Nathan turned from the booth he was inspecting and gave her a broad smile. “I’ll amend that to smart and devious.”


    The smile was infectious and she couldn’t hold her own back. “I like to think of it as good business sense.”


    “Oh, it’s definitely that.” He took another look around, turning in a slow circle. “This is far more than I ever expected. Truth be told, I’d heard this event wasn’t all that well done.”


    Keira fought to keep her voice level, the lingering reputation of the festival something she and her sisters had fought for the better part of a decade. “And when did you hear that?”


    “It floats around.”


    On a soft sigh, she nodded, unable to fully blame him for a reputation carved by the hands of another. “That it does. It’s the single biggest thing my sales staff has to fight to get someone new on board. Do you know how many free passes we’ve given away to this event to change people’s minds? I can’t understand why the reputation dogs us like it does after so many successful years.”


    “How did the rumor start in the first place?”


    While she had little interest in traveling down memory lane, she also refused to let gossip and innuendo win this round. “My father paid little attention to the event. Thought it was beneath his notice.”


    “Conferences are big money.”


    “Yes, well, growing up with money, he’s had surprisingly little interest in understanding how it’s actually made. He falls more squarely in the camp of ‘I’ll spend it on myself.’”


    “So why bring back something that had fallen so far?”


    “This was the first project Cam, Mayson, and I took on.”


    “For the company?”


    “Yep. About eight years ago we made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. If we turned a profit two years in a row, he’d give us Home and Family to run. All of it. The magazine, the website, everything.”


    “Since the three of you seem rather unstoppable, I’d wager you turned a profit in one.”


    Keira couldn’t hold back the grin. “Damn straight.”


    “So that’s why you still take part at such a deep level of detail.”


    “Right again. The company’s my legacy, but this festival matters to me on a personal level.”


    Nathan spread a hand to indicate the path in front of them. “Come on. I’d like to see the rest of it.”


    …


    The happy laughter and noise of the crowd surrounded him as Nathan walked the same path he’d taken earlier with Keira. True to Keira’s word, the conversations he overheard throughout the wine area reinforced the decision to put the California reds first. Several happy tourists toted tastings in plastic cups from one booth to the next while others lingered over standing tables with full glasses.


    Several celebrity chefs were positioned around the room, large viewing areas spread out in a half circle before them for their fans to take a seat and enjoy a demonstration. Nathan recognized the chef from one of his favorite restaurants in New York. With a quick wave, the man excused himself from his workstation to come say hello.


    “It’s good to see you, Nathan.” Chuck McMasters slapped him on the back, the light smell of garlic wafting from the apron slung low on his hips. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m in Vegas for the weekend and stopped in to see what this event was all about.”


    “It’s quite the rush,” Chuck said. “Few shows can boast this many people in such a short window of time.”


    “I’m enjoying myself.” Nathan’s thoughts skittered to images of Keira and realized the words were 100 percent true.


    He was enjoying the event.


    “This is quite the party, and the McBride women certainly know how to put on a show. Keira’s a delicious package. Good business sense and a great pair of legs. What a combination.”


    A surge of jealousy sucker punched him, and Nathan fought to keep the bland smile on his face. “Nothing like a woman who’s as smart as she is beautiful.”


    “She certainly fits the bill,” Chuck said with a wink before he turned to see one of his sous chefs waving an agitated hand. “I’d better get back over there. The natives are restless.”


    Nathan shook hands before Chuck walked off, still chafing at the man’s appraisal of Keira. The woman was the entire package, but it didn’t mean she was a package of meat. With a final glance over his shoulder toward Chuck’s station, where the man ignored his frantic sous chef to flirt with a fan, Nathan resolved to put it out of his mind. He also resolved that he’d pull back the offer he was planning to extend to Chuck to expand his restaurant empire into the Las Vegas project.


    “You look oddly satisfied. Please don’t tell me you’ve run off one of the biggest draws of the show.”


    As if his conversation with Chuck had conjured her up, Keira appeared at his side. “Not at all,” he said.


    She shrugged her slim shoulders. “You must be building takeover plans in your head, then.”


    Nathan couldn’t resist the small smile playing the corners of Keira’s lush mouth and felt the tight knot in his stomach begin to untangle. “Join me for a drink and I may share a thought or two.”


    “I’m working.”


    The hum of activity swirled around them. “The show’s running without a hitch. You’re entitled to a few minutes to yourself.”


    “Alone in my room with a bottle of wine and a bubble bath is what I had in mind.”


    An image of Keira clad in nothing but bubbles shot straight to his groin, and Nathan bit back a rough cough at the image she presented in his mind. Leaning in, he pressed his lips to the delicate curve of her ear, dropping his voice to a husky whisper. “I’d be more than happy to join you.”


    As if realizing what she’d suggested, she bit back a small, strangled moan. “It wasn’t an invitation.”


    “Then accept mine and join me for a drink.”


    “You’re rather smooth.”


    “Darling, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”


    …


    Keira sipped a club soda with lime in the hotel bar a half hour later and wondered how she’d been neatly maneuvered for the second time into having drinks with Nathan Cooper.


    She still couldn’t believe she’d come out with the bubble bath line. Or why she’d deliberately sought him out. She had a ready excuse to avoid him—a weekend chock-a-block full of client entertaining and media wrangling, all while running a major conference.


    So what was wrong with her?


    Shaking it off, she focused on their conversation. She was here, wasn’t she? It was about time she put the interaction to good use and tried to figure out what he was planning with his takeover attempt.


    “What’s been your favorite part of the show?”


    “I’ve only seen about a third of it.”


    Nathan took a gulp of his beer. An entirely inappropriate shot of heat ran the length of her spine as she took him in, her gaze lingering on his lips, moist from the beer. Although he wore designer suits with a casual ease, she found the sight of him in less formal clothing only served to heighten the inconvenient attraction brewing between them.


    She couldn’t see his nicely tanned forearms underneath rolled-up cuffs when he wore a suit, nor could she see the imprint of his shoulders through his shirt when he was covered in pressed wool. And there was no way she could see the light smattering of chest hair at the V of his shirt with the hindrance of a tie. The fact she could see those things now had tentacles of need wrapping around her midsection, sensitizing her skin and making her very aware of her own body.


    “The wine section moved as smoothly as you said it would. You can see people find their groove around station three and then they’re off to the races.”


    “Gotta love those California Cabs.” Keira focused on his words in a vain attempt to ignore the increasing discomfort of her traitorous body.


    “But I think my favorite area’s been the appliances.”


    She wasn’t sure if it was the word appliance or the oddly wistful note she detected underneath his words, but his comment took her mind off her discomfort. “How so?”


    “The floor plan’s incredibly well done, how one dream kitchen flows into the next. You can see how enticing it is to the family looking to remodel or build new.”


    “We were worried for the last few years as the housing market suffered, but that area’s stayed incredibly profitable, even growing a bit in participation year after year. I almost think a down market has raised interest in that part of the show.”


    “Everyone loves to dream.” Nathan’s voice was quiet as he said it, but it was the words themselves that caught her.


    “And what are your dreams, Mr. Cooper?”


    What looked like embarrassment flashed across his gaze for the briefest of moments before the cocky grin she was coming to associate with him flashed with full force. “Oh, we corporate pirates dream of lots and lots of cold, hard cash.”


    The slightly wistful tone she’d heard had disappeared, but Keira couldn’t help being struck by his words. She knew enough of his background to believe he’d had a challenging childhood at best. How did those experiences shape a man? Did they crush out his dreams? Or make him all that much more determined to achieve them?


    “Is that all?”


    “Oh, yes. I’m a veritable Scrooge, counting my stash late into the night.” He hunched over as he spoke the words, mimicking the famous miser, and she couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter at his actions.


    “Are you laughing at me?”


    She nodded as another wave of giggles shook her. “Only because you can laugh at yourself. A rather admirable trait, and one my mother insisted on for my sisters and me.”


    “Funny, it’s one my mother insisted on as well. ‘Nate, my boy,’ she always said. ‘The man who can’t laugh at himself is a sorry ass, indeed.’”


    “A smart woman.”


    “As is your mother.” He took another sip of his beer. “You haven’t said much about her.”


    “There’s not much to say.” Even after more than a decade, Keira still couldn’t stop her vision from growing misty when she thought about her mother. “We lost her to breast cancer about ten years ago.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “What? That wasn’t in your file?”


    His tender gaze evaporated at her words and it was immediately obvious what she’d intended as a joke fell flat. “I meant the sympathy, Keira. It’s horrible to lose a parent.”


    “I know.” On a deep breath, she reached forward and laid a hand on his forearm. “I know. I only meant to lighten the moment, not insult you.”


    He laid a hand over hers and she couldn’t tear her gaze away from the way his long fingers blended with hers. The temptation to turn her hand over and rest her palm to his, linking their fingers, was strong, but she held back.


    Even more than the kiss they’d shared the night of the banquet, linking hands in that way suggested intimacy. Connection. And no matter how she was drawn to him, she simply couldn’t act on it.


    “I’m sure the loss you feel is great, but I’ve no doubt your mother is incredibly proud of you and your sisters.”


    “I’d like to think so.”


    “I believe so.”


    They sat there for long moments, neither saying anything as the quiet conversation of the bar swirled around them. Keira knew it made no sense. That she could take a moment of comfort out of her busy day with the one man dead set on ruining what she’d built. But as she sat there quietly sipping her club soda, her hand resting under his, she also knew it was true. He’d given her a lovely compliment about her mother as well as comfort over a loss that never fully went away.


    Maybe it was the quiet of the moment or the acknowledgment that her mother would have been proud of her, but Keira couldn’t erase the need to make her case, to see if there was any way to penetrate the professional veneer Nathan wore like armor.


    “Why is this so important to you?”


    She was grateful he didn’t sidestep the question or pretend he didn’t understand what she was really asking. “It’s who I am.”


    “No, it’s who you choose to be. Your business has been quite successful up until now. Why us? Why now?”


    “You call it choice; I call it good business.” He took a sip of his drink before that deep blue gaze bore into hers. “Call it whatever you want—I follow through on my choices and I don’t turn away from a course of action once it’s been set.”


    With startling clarity, Keira sensed his words went far deeper than his business.


    And in that moment she recognized just how hopeless it was to think the attraction between them could ever produce anything other than heartbreak.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    Keira dropped onto the plush couch in her suite, determined to take five minutes for herself before going back into the crush of the show. What she really needed was about a million miles of distance from Nathan Cooper, but that wasn’t likely to happen any time soon.


    Moments from the last hour washed through her mind’s eye, but one stuck particularly hard. The bleak look in the depths of those blazing blue eyes when he talked about dreams. She’d been so focused on the man trying to take over her company, she hadn’t spent much time thinking about the real person underneath. And no matter how hard he tried to hide it, there was someone underneath, someone who had far more kindness and compassion than he was likely ever credited with.


    How had it all gotten so complicated so quickly?


    The slamming of the suite’s main door echoed through the lofty area, followed by the unmistakable bellow of her sister. Mayson came tearing through the suite in a colorful wrap dress, her voice practically at a pitch only dogs could hear. “Keira McBride! I want details!”


    “I don’t have any details.”


    “False.” Mayson dropped down onto the couch next to her, an eager smile on her face. “You were spotted having a drink in the bar with Mr. Nathan Cooper an hour ago. What is going on?”


    “How did anyone have time to spot me doing anything? It feels like there are a billion people downstairs. Anyone who knows me should be working to keep them well-fed and happily liquored up.”


    Mayson patted her leg. “Yes, well, we do give our trade show slaves a break every now and again. We’re not Dad, remember?”


    Keira couldn’t hold back the giggle at her sister’s words. “Which is likely the reason our employees come back every year.”


    “Exactly.” Mayson kicked off her heels and curled her feet up underneath her. “Enough stalling. Tell me what’s going on with you two.”


    “I don’t know, Mayse. Honest, I don’t.”


    “Okay. What do you want to be going on with you two?”


    “That’s an even harder question. And one you have every right to be angry about, since the more time I spend with him, the more I want to be going on.”


    Mayson’s eager smile faded, replaced with deep concern. “Why wouldn’t I be happy for you? And how can you say that?”


    “How can’t you? The man wants to ruin us.”


    “No, he wants to take the best of us and make a profit off us. There’s a very big difference.”


    Mayson’s words hit with laser precision, and Keira turned them over in her mind. “What do you mean?”


    “Think about it. He sees what we’ve built and sees how we’ve brought the company back. It’s what he does for a living, and if his business is any indication, he’s been quite good at it. I’m not saying I want him to be right, but he’s got every reason to think well of the work we’ve done.”


    Before she could say anything, Mayson pressed on. “Look, sweetie. I see you around guys. You’re nice, cordial, pleasant, and you smile at all the right times. But you never let them matter.”


    “That’s not true.”


    At her sister’s raised eyebrows, Keira pushed once more. “Come on. There was Bradley last year. He’s handsome, well educated, and already a partner at one of the city’s top firms. He and I dated for three months.”


    “And you tolerated him for each and every minute of those three months.”


    She wanted to protest, but Keira knew the truth. She hadn’t wanted Bradley. Or Tom before him. Or Jason before him. None of them fired her up or made her feel even the slightest bit uncomfortable. Or interested. Or wanting.


    Like Nathan made her feel.


    Keira tried once more to press the point, to make her sister understand the strange mix of guilt that lay underneath the desire that grew every moment she spent in Nathan Cooper’s company. “Nathan’s not making up the takeover attempt. He’s serious about it.”


    “So we’ll fight him.”


    Words she didn’t want to even think, let alone say, spilled out. “What if he wins?”


    Whatever Mayson had been about to say faded on her lips. Her brown eyes clouded as her voice grew husky. “He can’t win. The company is ours. Our name is on the door.”


    Keira knew Mayson’s role as head of creative design for all their properties had her somewhat shielded from the day-to-day business realities of McBride Media, but she also knew her sister didn’t sit by with her head in the clouds. “He has a shot, Mayse. He’s already made overtures to our major stockholders to woo them over to his side and it won’t take much to convince the board to vote his way if they go along. And we don’t have enough shares between the three of us to ensure we can hold him off.”


    Keira dropped her head against the couch, touched when Mayson reached for her hand and squeezed. “It still doesn’t have anything to do with how you feel about him.”


    “How can it not have everything to do with how I feel about him?”


    “Because love isn’t rational or convenient or practical.”


    Keira leaped off the couch as Mayson’s words singed her from head to toe. “I’m not in love with Nathan. I barely know Nathan.”


    “I’d wager you are in love with him or well on your way to being in love with him. That’s why I’m not pissed.”


    “Absolutely not. It’s impossible.”


    “Then why are you worried about mixing business with pleasure? Go have some fun.”


    Keira shot her sister a dirty look as she paced the room.


    She was a rational woman. Rational women did not fall in love with men who were trying to ruin all they’d spent their adult lives working for.


    Her earnest thoughts were shattered once more by the image of compelling blue eyes, broad shoulders, and a voice that layered heat and chills in perfect intervals against her nerve endings.


    She wasn’t in love with Nathan Cooper.


    She couldn’t be.


    …


    Nathan took up residence in a darkened corner of the private ballroom, his gaze firmly on Keira. He wondered how he’d managed to stand in nearly the same position twice in less than a week, watching her from afar, as she held court with an adoring audience.


    Tearing his eyes from her simply on principle, he took in the others scattered around the room. Happy, laughing people made up various-sized conversation circles around the room, drinks in hand and broad smiles on their faces. The party wasn’t in the main conference hall but was reserved for advertisers and special guests of the event.


    “Look what the cat dragged in.”


    The voice penetrated his thoughts like a shard of glass. Nathan turned to see Taylor Jackson, the reporter who’d covered the story on his takeover attempt for the Financial Journal.


    “I thought you needed a press pass to get in here,” Nathan quipped in return, knowing full well the barb wasn’t going to win him any prizes. He and Taylor Jackson shared a thinly veiled hatred for each other, but it was one that paid mutual dividends.


    He provided the story.


    Taylor provided the ink.


    “She’s quite the beauty.”


    Nathan knew without asking whom Taylor spoke of and shifted so his back was to her. “She’s got the brains to match.”


    “Why, Nathan, if I didn’t know you so well, I’d say you just gave the woman a compliment. I guess you can afford to be magnanimous as you try to take over her company.”


    Nathan shrugged, unwilling to show anything but casual indifference to one of his father’s lead reporters. “Every word is true. She’s a gifted professional.”


    “Speaking of truth, the word on the street is that your interest in her goes way beyond her company. Mixing a bit of business with pleasure?”


    “And there you go, Jackson.” Nathan leaned forward and patted him on the back. “Just when I think you’ve got a legitimate reason to hold that press pass of yours, you walk through the gutter.”


    The cocky grin faltered as the barb hit Taylor Jackson square in the chest. “You know as well as I do my sources are sound.”


    Nathan bit back a retort because he knew damn well the truth of the man’s statement. His father enjoyed slinging mud on the pages of his newspaper and was known for encouraging it in his staff, but the retribution for slinging it inappropriately was complete annihilation in the business. A reporter who screwed up a story for West Harrison didn’t just lose his job. He lost a chance of ever getting another one.


    So who’d been talking about Keira and him?


    Jackson shook the ice in his empty lowball glass, his gaze still firmly lasered on Keira where she stood in a small circle of her clients. “She’s the entire package. Beauty, brains, and a body that could drive a man to distraction.”


    Nathan fought once more to slow the fuse on his temper, especially when he wanted to pummel Jackson to the ground. The other man laughed as he raised his glass. “Looks like I’m due for a refill. Enjoy the view.”


    Nathan took an over-large sip of his Scotch. What the hell was wrong with him?


    He’d spent his adult life, and a good portion of his youth, polishing a cold exterior that not only kept people at a distance but ensured they steered clear of him. Yet here he was, mere days after meeting Keira McBride, showing cracks.


    A friendly voice broke into his reverie. “Those look like awfully serious thoughts for a party.” Before he could reply, Sally Hughes lifted a full champagne flute to her lips as her gaze roamed the room. “Thankfully, everyone else appears to be having a good time, so I can congratulate my girls on another job well done.”


    “They’ve created something pretty spectacular.” The compliment sprang to his lips and Nathan had no interest in holding it back.


    “That they have.”


    Nathan turned toward the older woman, realizing here was a prime chance to learn a bit more. He’d delude himself and call it intelligence gathering, but he knew damn well what it was.


    He wanted to know more about Keira.


    “She can’t have slept much, getting prepared for this, but she looks like she’s ready to run a marathon.”


    Sally nodded as a small sigh escaped her lips. “She accomplishes more in a day than most people do in an entire week.”


    “All the while making it look surprisingly easy and doing it on a pair of stilts.” Nathan didn’t miss the sly smile or Sally’s sideways glance.


    “Don’t let her fool you. That woman and her sisters work harder than anyone I know. And don’t tell me you’re faulting the woman for being fond of her heels?”


    “You can’t put on an event like this sitting back on your laurels.” He shot her a grin. “And I’d never fault a woman for wearing heels, even as I thank God I will never have to wear a pair.”


    “No, you can’t fault her, and yes, you’d better say your prayers.”


    Sally turned fully to face him. “Since I hear the note of genuine respect in your voice, I’m going to go out on a limb. Why are you interested in the company? There have to be far easier targets than a trio of fiercely protective businesswomen and their equally fierce chief counsel. They’re not going to make this easy on you.”


    “I don’t expect them to.”


    “You could take a different approach. Accept a board position. Help guide the company.”


    “And what fun would that be?”


    “Oh, I don’t know.” Sally’s gaze grew assessing, and Nathan couldn’t help but feel he was being dressed down somehow. “I think if the two of you became allies, you’d be unstoppable.”


    “I told Keira this and I have no problem telling you as well. I have no interest in removing her and her sisters from the company. I can appreciate good business sense when I see it. I wouldn’t want the McBride sisters going anywhere.”


    “They won’t work for you.”


    “Now that’s just stubborn.”


    “An emotion you’re familiar with.”


    Nathan knew he’d get no further so he opted for a diplomatic retreat. “Keira gave me a tour earlier,” he said, and he was pleased when the fight in Sally’s shoulders relaxed. “She explained how this event was the key to her and her sisters’ takeover of the company.”


    “Shrewd move on their part. Turn a profit on the biggest loser in the company and who can deny you?”


    “And I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that?”


    A smile with distinct overtones of the cat swallowing the canary spread across her face. “Let’s just say I know how to offer sage advice. And since I do, I’ll offer you a small piece.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Sometimes all the hard work in the world can leave you with nothing but more work.” Sally gestured to the room with her champagne flute. “It means other areas of life suffer.”


    “Some sacrifice is necessary to reach a goal.”


    “True.” Sally nodded, her gaze firmly pinned on Keira. “But once a goal is met, some of those things that were ignored should take center stage.”


    Despite a maniacal unwillingness to discuss his love life with anyone, he couldn’t miss the very clear undertone of the conversation. Or tamp down the curiosity to hear Sally out. “So you’re saying she works too hard.”


    “I am.” Sally snagged another flute of champagne off a passing tray and handed it to him. “I suspect it’s a state you’re rather familiar with.”


    Before he could correct her assumptions, McBride Media’s chief counsel floated into the crowd.


    …


    Sally’s words continued to rattle around his head like a bag of marbles, but Nathan worked deftly to ignore them as he circulated through the room. He’d already set up three meetings for the following week with possible suppliers for his new hotel, the party atmosphere going a long way toward making people generous with their time.


    Satisfied with a successful evening, the urge to shift toward more pleasurable pursuits moved to the forefront of his thoughts. His gaze alighted on Keira just as the man she spoke with called his name.


    “Nathan!” The chef he’d lined up to discuss a restaurant in his new property beckoned him over. “Come meet the brains behind this incredible event.” Daniel Howard’s gaze was overly bright from a few extra glasses of champagne and his arm was wrapped comfortably around Keira’s shoulders.


    “I’ve already met Ms. McBride, Dan. She puts on quite a party.”


    “The best.” Daniel gave her shoulders another squeeze, and Nathan didn’t miss the wry grin that spread across Keira’s face before she shot him a saucy wink.


    “So, Dan, about that schedule we were discussing for your new line of cookware.”


    Dan gestured wildly with his glass. “A page in every issue for the next six months. I’m totally in.”


    “Wonderful. I’ll follow up next week with the paperwork. We can also talk about a schedule on the website along with a promotion we’ll do for some of our lucky readers.”


    The smooth way she handled Daniel, all the while slowly unwinding herself from his tipsy hold, was a thing of beauty. It was only as the chef was tottering away from them that Nathan turned to acknowledge her. “Nicely done.”


    “Thank you.”


    “I didn’t, however, take you for the type to roll drunks.”


    A light gasp escaped her lips before she quickly recovered. “I’m in too good a mood to be offended by that. Besides,” she said, taking a sip of her champagne, “I don’t roll drunks. He already agreed to be in the magazine a few weeks ago. The website stuff was the new addition.”


    He tapped his glass against hers. “So I have to repeat, nicely done.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Dan wasn’t kidding. I’ve never seen an event run better than this one. Usually, no matter how well run something is, you can see a few cracks around the edges. But this has been smooth as silk.”


    “Except for the oh-so-elegant disaster with the wait staff this morning and that tray full of glasses.”


    Nathan moved toward her, his hand finding purchase at the small of her back as his lips hovered near her ear. “Oh, I don’t know. Thanks to that clumsy waiter, you ended up in my arms.”


    Her eyes widened. “Nathan…”


    “You’ve done more than enough entertaining. Tell me you’ll leave with me. I’d like to show you something.”


    She opened her mouth, the obvious urge to offer a token protest forming before a small light registered in her dark gaze. Agreement? Acquiescence? Or perhaps just the acknowledgment that it was easier to accept what was building between them than to deny it.


    Nathan shifted, pulling the champagne flute from her hand and settling it on the silver tray of a passing waiter. “Come on.”


    She nodded. “All right.”


    …


    Keira watched the bright lights of the Las Vegas Strip as she stared out the window of Nathan’s limousine. He’d offered champagne when they’d gotten into the car, but she declined, opting for the glass of club soda that now sat cold and untouched in her hands.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    “I want to show you something.”


    “Are you always this cryptic?”


    His blue gaze bored into hers from across the car. “No.”


    Keira shook her head at that, his one-word answer only reinforcing her point. “Fine, I’ll wait.”


    “It won’t be that much farther.”


    Seas of people milled over the sidewalks as their driver moved at a crawl through the traffic that crowded the Strip. “All these people. And it’s early enough in the evening for most to still have a smile on their faces.”


    “Everyone loves Vegas.”


    “Based on the event I’ve got going on right now, I can only thank the heavens for that simple fact.”


    “What time does it start tomorrow?”


    “Ten a.m. Which means the staff will be back at it around six.”


    “No rest for the weary.”


    She smiled at that. “None.”


    Despite the darkened interior of the limo, she didn’t miss how the piercing light of his blue eyes never veered from her face. A wave of need blasted through her with the force of a rocket as their gazes met once again.


    Of all the men in the world, why must she have this completely inconvenient reaction to Nathan Cooper? Even today, it had taken every ounce of her willpower not to keep looking for him walking in and among the various booths.


    Her enemy.


    The man who wanted to take over McBride Media.


    And it was all she could do to stop herself from looking for him like a crazy schoolgirl with her first crush. The real problem is, Keira reflected as she fought to keep her gaze level with his, he doesn’t feel like my enemy. Which was the most dangerous reaction she could have.


    Before she could dwell on it, the car pulled to a stop. With another peek through the limo’s tinted windows, she realized the lights outside had dimmed to the typical wattage found under a streetlamp, not billions of watts of neon.


    “Where are we?”


    “Come on.” Nathan’s hand was on the door as he tilted his head toward the window. “Let me show you.”


    She didn’t miss the anticipation that lit up his features, and she reached for his hand as he held it from outside the car. Keira got her footing and looked around.


    What were they doing in front of a large, empty patch of dirt?


    “Where are we, Nathan?”


    “It’s a surprise.” His grip tightened as he pulled her forward. “I want to see how good your imagination is.”


    “My imagination? For an enormous patch of dirt?”


    She wasn’t sure if it was the exhaustion of the last few days or a complete lack of understanding, but she couldn’t figure out what her imagination had to do with anything. Despite the lack of sleep, her curiosity allowed him to take her arm as they walked gingerly over the sun-dried, hard-packed dirt.


    A heavy warmth that relaxed her limbs floated through her as Nathan shifted his hand, entwining his fingers with hers. She couldn’t miss the unmistakable connection that hummed between them in the light evening breeze as they came to a stop. With an inward sigh, she forced her thoughts to the empty land before them and off the way her hand disappeared in his. “So tell me, please. What does my imagination have to do with this?”


    Nathan gestured before them with his free hand. “What do you think of my new hotel?”


    “Here?”


    “I just closed on the land this week. We’ll be the next major property on the Strip.”


    “You’re building a hotel? In Vegas? Are you even into hotels?”


    “I am now.”


    The simple words full of supreme confidence washed over her. This was a man who could accomplish anything he set his mind to.


    For the first time, Keira was forced to acknowledge that she really was in over her head. No matter how she spun it, she simply couldn’t compete with the money, power, and influence that Nathan Cooper wielded.


    “You okay? Are you cold?” He turned toward her, his jaw going tight as his gaze skipped over her face. “I’m sorry. Let me get my jacket from the car.”


    “No, I’m fine. I’m not that cold.”


    He hesitated briefly before nodding, as if satisfied with her answer.


    Suppressing her unease, she tried to put the conversation back on track. “So what do you see?”


    “You tell me first.”


    A nervous bubble of laughter escaped, the residual effect of the sudden wash of worry that any man who could build a hotel in Vegas would be equally successful at taking over her birthright. “I see a field of dirt.”


    “Oh, come on, a woman with your business sense and ability to envision all sorts of solutions for your advertisers has to see something when you look.”


    Keira refocused on the large acreage that spread before her, shaking off the unease. “First I see the extensive gardens and wide drive that leads up to the porte cochère.”


    “Excellent. What else?”


    She tilted her head back, stars visible now that they were away from the heavy neon of the Strip. “I see the hotel rising before me, twenty stories high.”


    “Thirty,” Nathan corrected softly.


    “Wow.”


    “Set up in four separate towers.”


    “How many rooms?”


    “Eight thousand.”


    Keira turned toward him. “Eight thousand rooms?”


    “Absolutely.” Lines crinkled around the bold blue of his eyes. “What fun is it if you don’t go big?”


    “For once, something we agree on.”


    Nathan’s gaze returned to hers once more as he pivoted to face her. “For once?”


    “What’s the point of playing if you’re not in it to win it?”


    “I’m not sure I took you for the win-or-die type.”


    “I’m not quite that bad, but why play in a game if you’re not interested in playing at the top of it?”


    “People underestimate you.”


    That heady light returned to his eyes, the one that said he saw all of her, and it sent shock waves through her. The memory of her conversation with Mayson came flooding back.


    No man before Nathan had made her feel as if he actually saw her.


    “No one expects my competitive streak.”


    “I meant it as a compliment. Everyone thinks you’re sweet and nice, and you are those things. A consummate professional who treats others with courtesy and respect.” Before she could react, his fingers were on her face, brushing a wayward strand of hair that had come loose in the evening desert breeze. “But you’re so much more.”


    Keira swallowed around the lump in her throat, the feel of his fingers on her face another form of subtle torture. Her skin grew tight from head to toe and she could feel her nipples pucker under the silk of her bra as a telltale surge of desire flooded the apex of her thighs.


    Think, McBride. Think. Don’t give him an inch.


    Her voice was unusually husky when she spoke. “It’s not that complicated. I work hard, expect the same from those around me, and I want to be the best. When it’s a man thinking those things, no one bats an eyelash. When it’s a woman, suddenly it’s noteworthy?”


    Before she could register the movement, Nathan had his other hand flush across her lower back and was pulling her close. “It’s you, Keira. You’re noteworthy. God help me, I just can’t keep my distance. And I don’t want to.”


    Pleasure exploded across every nerve ending as his lips came down over hers. The pressure on her lower back increased as he pulled her flush with his body, and she knew immediately his arousal was 100 percent real. And pressed against her stomach with insistent need.


    A million thoughts hammered through her brain, chief on the list what a bad idea it was to get any further involved with Nathan Cooper. But whatever she rationally knew was quickly being squashed by the hard, driving desire that flared between them like a bonfire.


    She wanted this man. Wanted him in a way that jumbled her thoughts and fired her bloodstream. Her fingertips ran over the hard ridge of muscles in his shoulders, his skin searing her through the starched material of his dress shirt.


    His mouth pressed to hers with mind-numbing urgency as their tongues met and mated, retreated and returned for more. One kiss led to another, the desperation flaring between them ensuring neither pulled away. Fireworks exploded behind her eyes as sensations lit the length of her body and Keira let herself go, enmeshed in the feel of him. In the way he made her feel—full of restless need she couldn’t deny.


    Nathan shifted from her lips to press kisses along her jaw before whispering hotly in her ear. “I want you.”


    A soft moan escaped her lips as his tongue ran along the rim of her ear. “Nathan.”


    “Please tell me you want the same.”


    Shifting, she pulled her head back to stare into his eyes. His electric-blue irises had turned a deep indigo, his pupils large and his eyelids at half-mast, all very clear signs of his arousal. Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the heavy gaze and knew it matched her own.


    “How did we end up here?”


    “We got in a car and drove here.”


    Keira tried to take a step back, but Nathan kept his arms firmly around her. Unwilling to make an issue of it, she remained in his embrace but placed a hand on his chest to steady herself. Instead of giving her the distance she craved, the firm muscles underneath her fingertips nearly had her wrapping herself around him once again. Forcing her wayward thoughts to calm down, she landed on the argument neither of them could ignore. “You know what I mean. We’re on opposite sides, Nathan.”


    “Not when it comes to what’s between us.”


    “That’s the problem. This is lust and need. A temporary state that we’ll sate and then make go away. But who we are and what we do won’t go away. It can’t.”


    “Why are you making this about work?”


    “Because it is about work. We met because of work. And you know damn well you’re not going to walk away from my company.”


    His jaw set, hard as granite. “No, I’m not.”


    She thought of the work she and her sisters had already done. Thought of the e-mail from Camryn she’d reviewed just that morning outlining their next steps in presenting their own financial plans to the board. “And I’m not walking away from fighting you for it.”


    “So don’t walk away. In the boardroom, we’ll fight it out. In the bedroom, we won’t.”


    His words incited another round of fire underneath her skin, tempting. Tantalizing.


    “It’s not that simple.”


    “Actually, it is.” His arms fell from her sides and he took a few steps back. She immediately felt the loss of warmth, even though the night breeze was comfortable.


    “I want you. I can separate that from my business interests. Rather easily, in fact, without a single shade of gray marring the decision. The real question is, can you?”


    …


    Desire pounded heavy in his veins as Nathan waited for Keira’s answer. He hadn’t had to ask a woman into his bed since he was a teenager, and it wasn’t until that moment that he realized how spoiled he’d been by that. Of course, the stakes had never been higher.


    “You really believe that? You honestly can stand there and tell me you think you can separate the work from what’s between us?” She stared up at him. “Just put all of it into compartments?”


    “Yes, I can.”


    She shook her head at that. “And tomorrow morning, when the heat has passed. What then?”


    He couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his features at her words. “Baby, it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than one night to cool the fire between us.”


    Although the comment had sparked to life as a tease, as he spoke the words, he knew there was more to it. He wanted this woman with a ferocity that caught him off guard, even as it tempted him in ways he’d never felt before. This insatiable desire scared him, he admitted to himself. He’d never been a man to allow his wants to interfere with his ability to think, but he’d done damn little thinking in the last week.


    Her dark gaze continued to drink him in while heavy chords of desire pounded through his overwrought body. And then that gaze dropped to the ground as whispered words floated toward him. “I like you too much to have regrets.”


    Nathan had to lean forward to make sure he’d heard her correctly. He settled a hand on her shoulder as the other caressed the smooth column of her neck. “Who said anything about regrets?”


    “That’s what I’m afraid of. That’s the only thing standing between me and your bed.”


    “And why would you think that?” When she didn’t answer, he pressed once again. “Why do you think you’ll have regrets?”


    “No matter how I look at it, I can’t imagine any other outcome.”


    “I want you. I won’t lie about that. But it’s your choice. I want you to come willingly to my bed. To take what’s between us because you want to.” The urge to pull her against him once more was a tangible thing, but he held back. The choice was hers to make.


    A light sigh escaped her lips. “You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”


    “Best I can tell, nothing about us and what’s between us is easy.” He paused a moment before pressing on, the words that sprang to his lips unwilling to be kept quiet. “But I do know I have no regrets. And I won’t.”


    “My sisters tell me I analyze too much.”


    “One of them is an accountant. Isn’t that a bit of the pot and kettle?”


    She did laugh at that, the reaction a mix of genuine surprise and remaining nerves. “Fair point. But they still think I’m the cerebral one.”


    “It’s obviously done you very well so far.” Nathan marveled that he could even keep his voice level with the tension humming through his body.


    “That’s the thing. It’s done me very well in some parts of my life, but hasn’t been so great in others.”


    Sally’s words from the cocktail party came flooding back. Sometimes all the hard work in the world can leave you with nothing but more work.


    A light desert breeze blew strands of hair around her face, and he reached out to lightly press one behind her ear before dropping his hand back at his side. “What parts would that be?”


    “Relationships. Male-female relationships, specifically.”


    “I see.”


    “The guys I meet never quite measure up. And the few I’ve tried to make something with over the years haven’t ended up being a strong fit.”


    “And do you have regrets about them?”


    At that, she lifted her head and her shoulders set into a straight line. “It’s hard to have regrets when you don’t care all that much.”


    “You think I’m different?”


    “I know so. That’s why I can’t get past the circumstances that have thrown us together.”


    In that moment, Nathan knew he had to tread carefully. While he wanted her, this moment was about more than sex.


    “My interest in McBride Media is about a corporate acquisition. My interest in you is as a man sees a woman.” He took another step closer, settling his hands at her waist. “In my mind, Keira, it’s crystal clear. And the two things couldn’t be more different.”


    With that, he leaned down and captured her lips once more. As her mouth met his, he knew she’d made her decision, knew the energy that arced between them had her in its thrall as much as it did him.


    “Take me to your hotel, Nathan,” she whispered against his lips. “Take me to your bed.”


    He didn’t need to be told twice.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Now that her decision was made, Keira marveled at how easy it was to simply let go. The limo ride had passed in a blur of tender moments and heated caresses in Nathan’s arms and it hadn’t taken them long to arrive back in his hotel suite.


    “The penthouse?” After stepping off the elevator, she spun around the large foyer of his suite, an acre of marble spread out before her. “I should have known.”


    “I like to stay in style.”


    “You’re spoiled.” She couldn’t stop the tease, nor could she resist one more barb as a light blush crept up his neck. “This looks like something out of a movie.”


    “I’ve given a fair portion of my annual income to this casino. It’s the least they could do.”


    A bubble of happiness settled in her chest. “So you’re what they call a high roller.”


    “Or stupid,” he added in a wry tone before gesturing toward the large living room that boasted a gorgeous view of the Las Vegas Strip. “Come on in. There’s a very lovely bottle of champagne in the fridge.”


    Keira moved deeper into the suite, the lights drawing her to the windows. Her nerves had increased steadily since they’d arrived at the hotel, and the bright neon was a welcoming beacon as she sought to calm her racing pulse. Seeking something to do, she drew back one of the filmy white curtains that filtered the light as she stood before the glass. “Who knew something man-made could be so beautiful?”


    The loud pop of a champagne cork had her stomach jumping as she turned away from the window and her gaze narrowed in on Nathan immediately. He’d rolled up his sleeves, and she couldn’t help but focus on the long, corded lines of his forearms as he held the bottle and poured glasses for both of them.


    He crossed the living room toward her, his movements unhurried. Purposeful.


    Deliberate.


    And then he was next to her, a glass lifted for her. “The lights are beautiful. As are you.”


    She accepted the flute, warmth running the length of her arm when their fingers brushed. Rushing to hide her nerves from him, she offered up a quick toast. “And to your hotel, which will contribute to all that beauty.”


    He clinked his glass with hers and took a sip, then set his flute on a nearby table. “A lovely toast, but I was actually thinking of something far more interesting than real estate.”


    Anticipation hummed through her veins at the intense way he stared at her. “You mean world domination isn’t on your mind every moment of the day?”


    “I actually think about quite a few other things throughout my day.” He narrowed the small distance between them and leaned in, his lips barely an inch from hers. “I’ve not thought of much else other than you for almost a week now.”


    “Oh.” The heavy crystal trembled in her hand as his words registered.


    “Oh, yes.” And then he closed that last inch, his lips pressed to hers, the cool taste of champagne fresh on his tongue as he deftly took her glass from her. Abstractly, she heard the light clink when he settled it on the table next to his before his arms came around her waist. He used his mouth with tender precision, painting a path from the side of her neck up to the sensitive flesh behind her ear. “Let me love you.”


    “Yes. Oh, yes, Nathan.”


    And then there were no words as he walked them backward to the large bedroom. His mouth never left hers as his hands roamed over her, relentless in their drive to draw pleasure. Each caress of his fingertips had a wave of sensation coursing through her body, and she’d barely registered that they’d stopped when his arms came around her and the room suddenly tilted.


    “Nathan! What are you doing?” Thick muscles bunched around her back and arms as he lifted and carried her the last few feet before placing her on the bed. She managed to kick off her heels before landing on the thick, silky duvet.


    “I should have thought of that sooner.”


    “Taking off your shoes?”


    “No, silly, although that’s not a bad idea.” He toed off his own shoes as he stared down at her, his gaze scorching a path wherever he looked. “Carrying you in here like the conquering hero.”


    She lifted her arms, the move so easy, so natural, she could only marvel at it as her hands locked with his. “I’ll give you a chance to try it again later.”


    “Practice makes perfect and all that.”


    “Exactly.” She tugged on his hands. “Now would you please come here?”


    He climbed onto the bed and settled himself over her. The blue of his eyes were a deep indigo in the muted light of the room and the intensity she saw there sent a shiver straight through her chest. This was a man who knew what he wanted. Who took what he wanted each and every day.


    And he wanted her.


    To be the object of that passion was exhilarating in a way she’d never have thought possible. In that moment, her sisters’ words admonishing her that she was a woman first gripped her and wouldn’t let go. For every reason she’d given herself that being with Nathan Cooper was a mistake, in this moment, in his arms, it was absolutely right.


    She traced a path over his shoulders, her gaze hungry. He supported his weight on his forearms and the glimpse of skin she had seen as he opened the champagne bottle now cocooned the sides of her body.


    Fascinated by their differences, she lifted her hand to rest against his cheek where the day’s growth of beard scratched lightly against her fingertips. He was deeply tanned and the contrast in the color of his skin to her own was a tantalizing indicator of his vitality. This man was no desk jockey. The body that covered hers was full of thick muscles and hard edges.


    His erection strained between them, and Keira was suddenly desperate to remove the barrier of clothes so she could feel him, could run her fingers over the heat of his skin and touch every inch of those hard edges.


    She met his gaze once more and reached for his dress shirt. With a heavy tug, she dragged a fistful of material from his waist.


    “I can help you with that.” Nathan shifted his weight until he lay next to her.


    “And take away all my fun?”


    A wicked grin lit the corners of his mouth and he rolled back, his gestures exaggerated as he put his hands behind his head. “Be my guest, then.”


    …


    Nathan pillowed his head in his hands. The casual pose belied how close to the edge he was as he gave Keira easier access to his body. If done right, sex was supposed to be intense. But this was off the charts.


    Need gripped his system like a fever as Keira’s hands played about his waist. She’d unbuttoned his shirt and had moved on to his slacks. Every effort at casual fled as her hand grazed his already overly sensitized body.


    “Let me.”


    The small smile that peeked out over her pretend pout let him know her movements had been more deliberate than accidental. The sense of fun and playfulness was an unexpected boon and he had no idea how he was going to last long enough to prolong what was between them if the process of simply removing his clothes was causing such a rush in the blood.


    Nathan made quick work of his slacks and briefs, impatient to remove the remaining barriers to skin-to-skin contact before rolling Keira underneath him.


    “Now it’s my turn.”


    His hands ran a path up her thigh to where her dress bunched around her waist. Silently grateful for whatever brilliant fashion designer had created her silk confection as all one piece, he continued moving the material up the length of her body before lifting it over her head and dropping it to the side of the bed.


    “That’s an original design,” she admonished lightly as his hands settled underneath the heavy globes of her breasts.


    He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to the soft skin of her abdomen. “My undying gratitude to the designer for the incredible forethought on how the piece would be removed.”


    Without giving her an opportunity to reply, Nathan fastened his mouth on the pert nipple that beckoned him through the cream-colored satin of her bra. Her low moan of approval turned darker, deeper as his fingers reached up to ply the fabric over her other nipple.


    “Nathan…”


    His name reached him on a sigh as he shifted position, tracing the line of her bra toward the clasp in the back. Her breasts came free of the material and he granted himself a moment to simply look, visually feasting on the perfect curves of her body.


    She was beautiful, every inch of her skin intoxicating in its perfection. Impatient, he pressed her back against the pillows as the fevered need raged once more. “I want to love you.”


    Her arms came around his back and he felt the tightening of her fingers against his spine. “Yes.”


    His lips pressed to hers, his hands resumed their restless exploration of her body. Want and longing coalesced, then expanded in heavy waves of pleasure as the moment spun out between them, their threads wrapping them up tighter in each other.


    Nathan pulled himself from the exquisite softness of her lips and kissed a trail down the underside of her chin, over her smooth throat. Lifting his head, he focused on her, his body growing even harder at the arousal that glowed in her passion-glazed eyes and wet lips. Her already dark eyes grew hazier as his fingers played over her breasts before circling her nipples. His straining erection pressed against the soft skin of her thigh and he fought to maintain the razor’s edge of control, even as his body screamed for release. He wouldn’t give in yet, not until the need that arced between them became a living, breathing entity.


    But then Keira turned the tables on him.


    Her lazy smile broadened and her gaze turned predatory as her fingers closed over the thick length of him. Tight pressure encircled his flesh, dragging his breath in a heavy exhale that quickly became a moan.


    “Keira.”


    “Hmm…” She added movement to the heavy pressure and stars shot in a wavy pattern behind his eyes as pleasure built at the base of his spine.


    “You’re driving me crazy.” He grabbed her hands and locked them above her head before pressing his lips against hers once more.


    “That’s the whole point, Nathan.”


    His fingers glided against the apex of her thighs before finding purchase in the warm wetness of her body. Her tight inner muscles clamped against him and he added another finger of pressure, all the while pressing his thumb against the tight bundle of nerves at the core of her pleasure.


    A heavy moan escaped her as she clutched at his shoulders. He leaned down and pressed his lips to her ear, desperate to keep his own raging needs in control, on opposite sides yet reaching for the same victory. “Come for me, baby.”


    He knew the moment she went over, the hard clutch of her fingers on his shoulders a match for the tight clench of her inner muscles as they pulsed around his hand. Long, glorious moments stretched out as he watched her, and was nearly undone in the process.


    …


    Another wave of pleasure crested over her body as Keira fought to hold back a deep, dark moan. Nathan still cupped her core, although he’d stilled his movements as if he’d instinctively known the exquisite pressure had almost crossed over to painfully sensitive.


    As she slowly came back to herself, she could only stare up at him, shocked at the intimacy of their lovemaking. She’d thought she knew what good sex was, but nothing had prepared her for the mind-numbing power of his touch. Or the hard, demanding, desperate need for fulfillment that still rode her body.


    “I want you. All of you.”


    The hard line of his jaw flinched at her words, his struggle to remain in control evident. The muscles under her hands were rigid, his arousal clear in every inch of his hard body.


    With stiff movements, he shifted off her and reached for his discarded slacks. A quick fumble with his wallet turned up a foil packet. She nipped his chin with a quick kiss as he settled himself between her thighs. “Nothing like a man who comes prepared.”


    “You’re not upset?”


    The moment was strangely sweet, his question even more so.


    “No, I’m not upset.” She laid a hand against his cheek. “In fact, at this moment I’d say you’re rather inspired.”


    “You’re the inspiration.”


    And then there were no words as his mouth came down over hers. She opened her lips as he parted them with his tongue, the kiss hot, wet, and deliciously carnal. His hands maintained their relentless assault on her body, leaving a wake of pleasure wherever he touched.


    She was on fire.


    Keira fought to keep up with him, determined to give as much pleasure as she received. She gloried in the feel of him under her hands. The heavy bunch of muscles where she cupped his shoulder or the long sinew of his back as she ran her fingers down his spine. She wanted him with a breathless need that blinded her senses to anything but the passion that consumed both of them.


    “I can’t wait for you,” she whispered against his ear. “Make love to me.”


    A trail of fire lit up her neck and across her collarbone where he pressed lavish kisses with lips and teeth and tongue. When he lifted his head at her demand, a sexy smile spread across his face and Keira felt her breath hitch in her throat.


    “Who am I to deny a woman who knows what she wants?”


    “A smart man wouldn’t.”


    “And I’m very—” He pressed his lips to hers before murmuring against them, “Very smart.”


    She parted her thighs to allow him access, nearly whimpering in pleasure as the hard length of him pressed inside her. With deft fingers, she reached down to glide him into her, the tight walls of her body opening to allow him access. Colors burst behind her eyes as, inch by inch, he filled her. Keira heard his hard breathing and felt his muscles grow even tighter under her fingers as he maintained rigid control over his body.


    She opened her eyes and looked into the vivid blue that had darkened with want and a tenderness she’d never have expected from such a hard, demanding man. His gaze stayed steady on hers, the moment so intimate she lost her breath.


    “Are you with me?”


    Keira nodded, giving herself another moment to catch her breath.


    “Yes.” Her voice was breathless in her own ears and she couldn’t deny the light clench of her heart at the sheer intimacy of the moment.


    As he began to move, her already sensitized body responded to him immediately and she matched his long, sure thrusts. The impossible pressure built again. How it could so quickly after her last orgasm she had no clue, but with each thrust of his body, she felt her own moving closer and closer to another release.


    The hard lines of his back and buttocks bunched and rolled underneath her hands, his breathing heavy as he dragged them both closer and closer to the edge of the cliff and Keira uttered his name on a breathless whisper.


    A hard cry rose up in her throat as her orgasm crested hard. She heard the echo of his own release as he buried himself in her body one last time, felt his rigid muscles contract and release as he sought fulfillment within her.


    Quiet enveloped them as they both calmed, the rush of need changing into something more tender. Nathan shifted to his side of the bed and pulled her against him, the heavy weight of his arms settling around her waist. Small aftershocks still flooded her nerve endings and he ran light, lazy circles over her back as they shared the moment together.


    Thoughts and emotions clamored through her mind, all screaming for attention in the silence. She had no regrets, but she couldn’t calm her racing mind.


    “I’m really glad you dragged me away from the party.”


    Nathan’s words caught her up short and she shifted her gaze to his. She couldn’t miss the clever light that danced in those bright blue irises.


    “I dragged you?”


    “You most certainly did. I was conducting any number of important business deals until you hauled me away like some conquering cavewoman, drunk on her own sexual power.”


    A gasp fell from her throat. Although she’d never call herself a wild woman in the bedroom, she’d certainly slept with a few men through the years. And not one of them had ever attempted to joke after sex.


    It was a surprising facet of Nathan’s personality, one that sent a shot of warmth to the center of her heart. Without thinking, she rose up from his arms, straddling his hips. “Drunk on my own sexual power?”


    “Oh, yes. I was helpless to resist you.”


    “Seems we have a different version of the story, pal.”


    “Maybe you can refresh my memory. Remind me how it all went down.”


    Keira didn’t miss the innuendo, or the tightening of his hips as she deliberately ground herself against him.


    “Maybe I can do more than that.”


    With slow, measured movements, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his chest, flicking her tongue over one nipple. His sharp intake of breath confirmed his interest, and she did it once more before moving up to his neck, then on to his ear.


    His hands shifted on her hips, settling her more firmly against his erection and she marveled at how quickly she could want him again. With a mischievous smile, she fanned her breath against his ear and snaked her hand between them. “Never encourage a woman with the upper hand to show you how it all went down.”


    “Oh, I don’t know.” His tone was husky as he lifted his hips to meet her touch. “Seems like I have a particular aptitude for being taught.”


    With a carefree giggle, Keira set out to show him exactly how much they could learn together.


    …


    Keira walked toward her gate at McCarran Airport on Monday morning with a jaunty step and half of the large latte she’d ordered still in its paper cup. Despite minimal sleep, she was riding the high two consecutive nights of pleasure could give a woman. Even coffee had become unnecessary. Almost.


    The rest of the weekend had passed in a blur, the usual rush of the trade show taking a backseat to the rush of being with Nathan. True to his word, he hadn’t interfered with her work and had even gone down to help her with last-minute preparations on Sunday morning before the floor reopened to guests.


    If he’d inadvertently scrambled her brain by stealing moments throughout the day, well, she could multitask. And be silently grateful the last day of the show was running like a well-oiled machine.


    Heat flooded her cheeks as she remembered the kisses Nathan had lavished on her in a small prep area off the main floor sixty seconds before she had to go out and introduce one of the hottest chefs on the Strip for the last demonstration of the day.


    With a light sigh, she pushed the delicious image to the side and tried to focus on the day’s meetings instead of her rampaging hormones. Her next flight was a short ride to San Francisco to meet with a key West Coast account, and then she’d head home from there. The quiet cab ride to the airport had given her time to think, offering a small measure of distance from the passion that simply seemed to take over whenever she and Nathan were near each other. With a small, secret smile, she acknowledged she had no regrets over spending the weekend wrapped up in Nathan. Not one.


    “Keira!”


    The familiar voice pulled her up short as it broke through the tinkling of the slot machines in the airport concourse.


    “Dad?”


    The sight of her father, his large frame striding toward her with his arms outstretched, was so jarring that she wondered momentarily if she had actually fallen asleep and was dreaming the encounter.


    “Hi, baby.” He enfolded her in a hug, the heavy scent of his cologne enveloping her. “How are you?”


    “I’m good, Dad.” She pulled back, the tote in one hand and the coffee in the other a convenient excuse not to wrap her arms back around him in kind. “Real good.”


    “How’d the show go this weekend?”


    The urge to snap at him that he could have easily come and seen for himself rose up, but she bit back the words with a hard snap of her teeth. “Really great. Biggest show we’ve ever put on, lots of happy advertisers.”


    He shook his head. “I will never understand what these marketing people find so interesting about standing around a booth all weekend, but that’s their choice.”


    “Um, about thirty thousand excited potential buyers is a big enticement to stand around a booth all day. We’ve got a tile company that’s putting out a new waterproof offering, and they’re now sold out for the next six months.”


    The general disdain he felt for the family business flashed in his gaze before he must have remembered to pull it back. “Great. Good.”


    “So what are you doing here?”


    The disdain vanished as he took note of a tall blonde who stood in front of a souvenir shop a few yards down the concourse. “Amy wanted a spa weekend, and I’ve been anxious to hit up the blackjack tables. We decided to make a weekend of it.”


    “Great. Did you win?”


    “Do I ever win?” He hid the response with a bright guffaw, but she knew the truth. Her father rarely won when he gambled, nor did he know when to cut his losses. It was part of what had made him a poor leader of McBride Media for so many years.


    “Oh. Well. Hopefully you had fun getting away anyway.”


    “Sure did.”


    The announcement for her flight came up, and Keira took the call as a lifeline. “That’s my flight. I need to get going.”


    “Don’t you want to meet Amy?” His grin fell and she had the fleeting impression of a disappointed little boy on Christmas morning who didn’t get the present he’d been hoping for.


    “I’d love to, but I’ve got to make a quick call before we take off. I should do it from my seat so I can look at my notes.” She reached up and pressed a kiss to her father’s cheek. “We’ll set something up when we’re both back in the city.”


    “Sure, baby. Sure thing.”


    He wrapped her in one more hug and Keira vaguely wondered what could be so wrong with her that she couldn’t muster up even the slightest interest in hugging him back.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Nathan walked through the new Las Vegas offices, pleased with what his team had put together. The space was sleek and efficient, reflecting the essence of Maverick Capital. It would be a far better option than working out of a construction trailer, and it would provide the right sort of environment to meet with clients when they came out to see the property.


    Before he could reach his private office, a loud voice bounced off the lobby walls.


    “Couldn’t stay away, could you?”


    Nathan turned to see Holt Turner standing in his way. “Seems I should be saying that to you. What are you doing here?”


    “I extended last week’s stay through the weekend.” Holt slipped his hands into his slacks and took a seat on the edge of the large desk that fronted reception. “Heard you were in town yourself.”


    “I was.”


    “If I’d have known, I could have hooked you up with some fight tickets. It was a crush on Saturday night.”


    Nathan’s thoughts filled with how he’d spent his Saturday night—wrapped up in Keira—and knew he’d had the better evening. “I had plans.”


    “With Keira McBride, if the rumors are true.”


    “Since when do you believe in rumors, old boy?”


    Holt’s direct stare never wavered. “When the rumor is backed up with photographic evidence on Page Six that my office assistant e-mails to me, I’m inclined to believe it’s true.”


    The fact his own assistant hadn’t given him a heads up on the photo didn’t sit well with Nathan, but he had no interest in debating the point with Holt. Even if the man was his best friend, some things were meant to be private.


    Very private.


    “I’ve been spending some time with her. McBride Media had their annual trade show out here. I wanted to see the company in action.”


    “Get an idea of what you’re in for when you buy them out?”


    Nathan couldn’t put his finger on why Holt’s words chafed, or why the thought of completing his plans left the mental equivalent of a blister. He pushed it aside. “More like get a sense of what I’m looking to invest in.”


    “Invest? Did you suddenly change your plans for McBride?”


    “No.”


    “Then when has a profitable company you can break up and sell off been something you plan on making an investment in?”


    “Figure of speech.”


    Nathan knew Holt’s shrewd gaze missed nothing, but gave his friend points for his equally-shrewd sense of when to keep his mouth shut as the man shifted topics. “Since you’re here, care to join me for dinner with a prospect? I’ve got a line on an athletic company that may be interested in having a small store in the new hotel. They want to make it a flagship property, setting up customers up with a full technology package that matches to the products. Sneakers that talk to your phone and tell you how far you ran, that sort of thing.”


    The words were nearly out, that he needed to get back to New York, before Nathan checked himself. He could easily leave after the dinner and take an all-night flight home. Even if it meant he’d miss Keira this evening.


    “I’d be happy to join.”


    Holt’s shrewd stare held his for a long moment before Holt nodded. “I’ll see you later, then. Susan will text you the location.”


    “Later, then.”


    Nathan saw his friend out and then headed for his office. Restless energy hummed under his skin and beat an unpleasant tune. He’d nearly missed out on a business opportunity so he could get home early to see Keira.


    Shaking off the discomfort, he pulled out his thin laptop and set up at his desk. His assistant had already texted him the technology passwords for the new office and he was up and functional in less time than it took to pour a cup of coffee.


    The quiet of the office surrounded him and, for once, Nathan appreciated the lack of motion. He’d use the time to get some work done and shake off the malaise of whatever it was that gripped him with inaction. And if the small kernel of discomfort that settled in his gut nagged that there was something different, well, he’d work until he’d gotten past it.


    …


    Keira switched off the phone, the call she’d told her father she needed to make now behind her. With brisk motions, she stowed the phone, then pulled a file from her bag to refine a few of her presentation points before the meeting.


    When she was still staring at the same paragraph a half hour later, the plane well on its way to San Francisco, Keira closed the folder and let her thoughts have free rein. How did her father always manage to leave her feeling cold and disappointed? And why did she give him the power to leave her cold and disappointed?


    He wasn’t going to change. No matter how badly she wanted him to, no matter how badly her mother had wished for it, Andrew McBride was never going to be anything other than what he was. Self-centered and willfully ignorant of his responsibilities. Even Amy wouldn’t last long in her father’s world, Keira knew. No matter how young or beautiful, good old Andy couldn’t make a commitment to anyone. Not his family and certainly not the bimbette du jour.


    Without warning, an image of Nathan rose up in her mind’s eye. For all intents and purposes, the stories about him weren’t all that different from her father. Nathan was attentive to her, but she assumed he treated all the women he spent time with the same way.


    To think he felt differently for her wasn’t the smartest path to tread, especially when she had such a shining example of playboy behavior so close to home.


    Nathan’s not your father.


    That small voice in the back of her mind was strong and insistent as she reached for coffee. With a detachment she didn’t feel, she tried to honestly assess her personal situation. Nathan had given her no indication his intentions weren’t honest. Neither had he behaved in a way that suggested things between them were going to have any level of permanence.


    Besides, when did she start wanting permanent anyway?


    It couldn’t have been in the forty-eight hours they’d spent together.


    And it certainly wasn’t when he was parading his intentions about taking over McBride in front of the New York financial community.


    So when had her thoughts changed?


    And how could she put the genie back in the bottle now that the idea of something permanent had put down roots in that quiet place inside she guarded with fierce intensity?


    …


    Nathan plugged in his charger and settled his mobile phone on the edge of his desk. He hadn’t been off the thing all morning and the urge to rustle up a cup of coffee and an early lunch had him ignoring the voice mails that had piled up while he was on his last call. His fingers also itched to call Keira, so to avoid the temptation to give in and talk to her, he was going to ignore the phone. So why did the damn urge to hear her voice nearly have him dialing her once again?


    She hadn’t been out of his thoughts for longer than fifteen seconds at a stretch, which was also the reason he’d not yet responded to the e-mails from his legal team, pressing for next steps on the McBride takeover.


    He meant what he’d said to her on Saturday night. Work and personal were separate. They had to be, and he had every intention of taking over McBride Media. But regardless of his goals, he wasn’t out to ruin the company. Or the women who’d almost returned it to its former glory.


    He was determined to ensure a place for Keira and her sisters. Even if the company were divided up, the products that thrived were going to need top senior staff, and who better than the women who knew the products best to stay on board and run them?


    Footsteps in the outer lobby caught his attention and he walked up front to greet whoever had found him, grateful for the distraction. They hadn’t publicized the new location yet so it was likely Holt, back to give him a hard time about something else. Or to drag his ass to lunch, which was the only reason his step hitched briefly when he came face-to-face with his father in the lobby.


    West Harrison inclined his head as he glanced around the oversize reception room. “Nathan.”


    “Father.”


    “Heard you set up shop out here. Since I was in town, I thought I’d come see for myself.”


    It briefly crossed his mind to ask why, but Nathan held his tongue, refusing to give the old man any more of an upper hand than he already commanded by the surprise attack.


    “The piece of property you closed on was a good, solid choice. You’ve got a premium lot on the Strip and easy access from the highway. Nice investment.”


    “Thank you.” Nathan was willing to cede the next point in favor of assuaging his curiosity. “However, since the deal was just closed, I’m not quite sure how you came to find out about it. The formal press release won’t go out until the end of this week.”


    West’s eyes flashed toward him. “It pays to have a reporter staked out at the city government offices. Amazing what you can pick up on by following local politics.”


    “Yes, it is amazing.”


    “Heard you were in town this weekend, spending some time with one of the McBride girls.”


    Once again, Nathan fought the urge to rise to the bait. The question wasn’t casual. And it wasn’t asked without some agenda.


    “Last time I checked, Keira McBride has long since graduated from high school. She’s a businesswoman, Father, and a damn good one.”


    “Curious way to spend your time. Women aren’t interested in taking second place to a man’s business interests.”


    “In my experience, women don’t like being second place to anyone. And since I don’t, either, I’m hardly one to toss blame.”


    West’s eyes narrowed at the not-so-subtle barb and he turned to walk around the room, making a show of reading the framed press releases already on the walls. Nathan had always been low on the man’s priorities and his mother even lower.


    “Women mess with a man’s focus, Nathan. It’s no secret you’re after her company.”


    “It was never meant to be a secret, but if it had been, broadcasting it in your flagship newspaper ensured it wouldn’t stay that way. And my focus is just fine.”


    “Is it? The paperwork to her board of directors was supposed to be filed today. My reporters haven’t heard hide nor hair of it yet.”


    “My business interests don’t concern you.”


    “Everything you do concerns me! You’re my son.”


    “Careful how you use that word, Father. It might make me think you cared.”


    “You’ve made a name for yourself. A reputation you can be damn proud of. Are you going to throw it away on a woman who could ruin all you’ve worked for?”


    “And just how could she do that?”


    “You know damn well deals can be blocked. If she can convince the board you’ve colluded with other major shareholders, she can cross-file against you. And mark my words, if she manages that, don’t think your reputation won’t suffer for it. If she finds a way to take you down, you can kiss your career good-bye.”


    “I haven’t colluded.”


    “You’ve been in talks with other major shareholders, and if you haven’t crossed every T and dotted every I, she can use it against you or at least stir up enough questions by the SEC you’ll be mired in this for years. It’s no secret you’ve spent more than a little time with several major pension managers in the last month. Persuading them to see things your way, no doubt.”


    “I know how to do my job, and I’ve acted above reproach.”


    The old man’s eyebrows rose. “So romancing the CEO is above reproach?”


    When he didn’t reply, his father simply dug his heels in further. “Sex and power are always related. I’ve seen it happen, Nathan. You’ll be a joke, and all you’ve worked for? All of it will be tainted because you couldn’t keep it in your pants.”


    “While I appreciate this little father-son chat, save it for your other son. I don’t need your advice, and I sure as hell don’t need you messing in my personal affairs.”


    “I know the damage a woman can cause, Nathan. Don’t make the same mistake I did.”


    Nathan wasn’t sure if it was the hard edge to West’s words or the layer of guilt that shone from his eyes, but it all suddenly made sense.


    “You’re talking about my mother.”


    “Damn straight I am.”


    Without conscious thought, Nathan leaped, slamming his father against the wall. “You have no right to talk about her. To even think about her. You made your choice a long time ago. About both of us. You can’t change that now.”


    “Maybe I made the wrong choice.”


    “That’s bull.” Although the anger still brewed in his veins, he released his hold on his father and stepped back. “You never cared about her. Never cared that you ruined her.”


    “I loved her in my own way.”


    “You had a damn funny way of showing it. Now get out.”


    “You can’t have both, Nathan. It’s Keira or her company. Don’t forget that.”


    West turned on his heel and left. As the door closed behind him, Nathan narrowed his gaze on a large urn on a stand next to the door. The urge to lift the heavy object and throw it against the wall briefly flitted through his mind, but he ignored it.


    Violence wouldn’t solve the raging storm in his gut. Only action would.


    With deliberate movements, he straightened the framed articles that had been dislodged when he’d slammed his father against the wall. And with equally calm movements, he walked back to his desk and picked up his phone. He nearly set the phone back down as an image of Keira, her eyes shut in sleep and her dark hair spread over his pillow, took root in his mind’s eye. Despite the power of that image, another one rode him harder.


    His mother’s sobbing, heard from outside her bedroom door. The desperate smiles she couldn’t hide from West when the man chose to visit them. And the anger that had driven her when Nathan had denied his father’s offer of a job after college. Every one of those images, and so many more he’d long buried, lived deep inside and pushed him on, like a small ember always lingering and ready to burst into flame at a moment’s notice.


    He’d spent his life cultivating his position in the world, one deal at a time.


    He pulled up his lawyer’s number from his phone, pushing images of Keira more fully to the back of his mind.


    “File the paperwork on McBride. I want a meeting with the board of directors tomorrow.”


    …


    Keira settled into a small private booth in her client’s lobby and dialed up a video chat with Camryn. The urgent text messages had flashed across her screen throughout her meeting and it had taken every bit of good manners Keira possessed not to excuse herself to find out what was wrong.


    Camryn’s tired face filled the screen as the call started and Keira realized she needed to have a conversation with her sister about taking some time for herself.


    “What took you so long?”


    “I’ve been in meetings, Cam. You know that. What’s the matter?”


    “Have you listened to your voice mails?”


    Keira bit back the sigh, her very ruffled, normally calm sister upsetting her more than she wanted to admit. “No. I got your eight texts, so I found a private room and I called as fast as I could. What the hell is going on?”


    “We got a notice about a half hour ago. Nathan’s formally initiated the takeover attempt. He wants a meeting tomorrow with the board of directors.”


    “He can’t. He…” Whatever else she wanted to say faded in the reality of Camryn’s words. Nothing had changed between her and Nathan, regardless of the weekend and the time they’d spent together. True to his word, he saw their business arrangement as something separate from whatever was between them.


    Camryn’s glance was distracted and the change that came over her face brought Keira back to the conversation. “What is it?”


    “Booth Harrison is on his way up to my office.”


    “He’s what?” Keira flipped through her mental Rolodex until an image of Nathan’s half brother, Booth, came to mind.


    “On his way up. Here. To my office.”


    “What does he want?”


    “I have absolutely no idea.”


    “I didn’t know you knew each other.”


    Camryn shook her head in confusion, but even through the fuzzy connection, Keira could see her sister’s eyes were a bit brighter than when they’d begun their call. “We don’t. Or we don’t know each other that well. I’ve met him a time or two, as we all do in this business.”


    Keira heard the distant tones of Camryn’s assistant before her sister said, “Please show him in.”


    “I want to talk to him.” Keira gripped the phone tighter, as if the action would will her sister to understand.


    “I’ll call you back.”


    “Put me on video. He’s there for a reason and it has to be about the takeover.”


    Keira waited as her sister rerouted the call to the wall unit while explaining her actions to Booth.


    “Keira. Lovely to see you again.” Booth’s blue-eyed gaze twinkled and she realized there were more resemblances between Nathan and his brother than she’d originally thought. Only where Nathan’s face was usually pulled up in serious lines, Booth’s had an easy joviality that put a person at ease.


    “While the FJ is always welcome in our offices,” Camryn said, “what are you doing here?”


    Keira tried not to wince at her sister’s ham-handed attempt to focus the conversation, but she couldn’t miss the unmistakable smile that covered Booth’s face as he lifted a bag. “I brought you lunch.”


    Camryn reached for the bag. “Lunch?”


    That grin got bigger as Booth turned toward the screen. “Rumor has it your sister lives on cookies, Keira.”


    “I do not—” Camryn’s voice rose a few notches before she set the bag on the edge of her desk. “Thank you.”


    “There’s also fruit in there. And soup.”


    Keira knew Booth’s visit wasn’t about soup or cookies, nor did she miss the blatant interest he had for Camryn. As if he could hear her thoughts, he returned his focus to the video screen in Cam’s office. “So I’ve got it on very good authority the rat race has just heated up, and I came to offer my services.”


    “Your services?” Keira heard her sister’s matched question on the other end of the line.


    “Yep. The way I see it, my brother has a lot of weapons in his arsenal, but he’s not playing with the right tools. You don’t buy a successful company and break it up. He knows better, but he’s let lifelong resentments of my father get in the way.”


    “Why are you telling us this, Booth? I realize you and Nathan aren’t close, but I have to believe family loyalty would put you a bit more squarely in your brother’s camp.”


    Booth’s gaze was direct as he stared at her through the phone and Keira saw the truth in his set jaw. “Then you believe wrong.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    Keira walked through the darkened halls of McBride Media at a quarter to seven the next morning. The familiar red plush carpet under her feet did nothing to calm her raging nerves. She gulped down the rest of her nearly empty latte and shook her head. Where she’d mentally laughed off the need for caffeine the day before, she was practically through this cup and ready for another today.


    What a difference a day makes.


    And certainly not in the good way Tony Bennett meant it.


    She eyed the lattes she’d purchased for Camryn and Mayson and briefly toyed with the idea of taking one. And then offered up a small prayer of thanks when Mayson walked in with her own coffee in hand.


    “You’re my savior.”


    Confusion painted her sister’s features as she settled in the chair opposite the desk. “For what?”


    “I was trying to figure out if I was going to steal your latte or Camryn’s mocha latte. Since I like my coffee chocolate-free, it was going to be yours.”


    “Only masochists don’t like chocolate,” Camryn said as she walked into the office, her hand outstretched for the remaining cup. “And gimme.”


    Keira handed over the coffee as she pointed to two stacks of papers at the edge of her desk. “We have one hour. What do we still have left to prep?”


    “Among the three of us and Sally, we’ve spoken to all of the board members. I also spent a good portion of yesterday working our business contacts, gaining endorsements.”


    “I prepared a presentation for the board,” Mayson added. “I’ve incorporated all the sales figures for the last three years, the success profile of each product launch, and all the celebrities I’ve got lined up between now and the next twelve months for covers. We know how to run this business and the presentation shows it.”


    “And I sat on my ass and slept with the enemy,” Keira muttered.


    “What?”


    Keira found it hard to tell who moved first; the two of them were in motion so fast. Camryn had her arm around her and Mayson was perched on the inside corner of her desk, reaching for her hand.


    “Tell us.”


    “I thought I knew what I was doing.” Before she could stop them, the words were spilling out. And as they came, Keira realized how badly she needed to say them. “He keeps saying we’re separate from work, that the takeover isn’t about us. But it feels like it’s about us.”


    “What happened between the two of you is private.” Mayson’s voice was quiet as she squeezed her hand. “This is still just a business, Keira.”


    “A business that has our name on the door.” Tears spilled over and Keira didn’t even bother to try and hide them. “And I knew it. Even as I allowed myself to let go, I knew that it was a bad idea.”


    “I bet it didn’t feel like a bad idea.”


    Camryn’s quiet words filled the air between them.


    “What?” Keira swiped at the few tears that had escaped down her cheeks.


    “You care for him, Keira. And you’re attracted to him, more than I’ve ever seen you with another guy. Don’t blame yourself for wanting to be with him.”


    “But he’s all wrong for me. Of anyone, the two of you have a right to be mad at me. You’ve both, along with Sally, been busting your asses for the last several days, trying to find some way to stop him, and all I’ve done is run around letting my hormones make my choices. Bad choices.”


    “Nathan’s not wrong for you—the timing is. There’s a difference.”


    Camryn’s level head had always been a source of wonder to both Keira and Mayson, so the fact that she was endorsing an affair with Nathan had Keira unbalanced.


    “You can’t really mean that?”


    “I do mean it.”


    “It doesn’t change the fact that while he was spending time with me, he was continuing with his plans for McBride domination.” Keira blotted her tears, frustrated with herself that she’d not only made a bad decision, but that she was now blubbering about it like the village idiot.


    Camryn’s matter-of-fact tone bordered on drill-sergeant-esque. “So get cracking on your own plans.”


    “You’re not mad?”


    “No. But I will be if you don’t stop crying like a sap.” Camryn stepped back and put her hands on her hips. “Come on. Grab a tissue and start mainlining that coffee. We’ve got some prep work to do if the board is going to side with us and help us convince our major shareholders to vote in our favor.”


    Mayson handed over the box of tissues, and Keira gave her hand one last squeeze. “Why do you look so chipper all of a sudden?”


    “Just because I think your feelings for him are valid doesn’t mean I’m going to let you sit here and allow him to win.”


    She could feel the smile as it broke over her face, the first since the previous morning. “Let’s get to it.”


    …


    Nathan ignored the Manhattan traffic as his driver navigated them across town. He’d already prepared his remarks, but something had him tweaking and changing them in his mind.


    Should he focus on the family aspects or the state of the business? Or the way it had nearly been bankrupted by shoddy business practices and corporate greed?


    Damn it all to hell.


    He slammed his laptop closed. The e-mail to his lawyers about the Vegas property he’d attempted to work on during the crosstown drive would have to wait. His mind was too churned up with thoughts of Keira. He hadn’t slept the night before, instead roaming his large, empty loft from one end to the other, searching for answers he knew didn’t exist.


    When did this all get so complicated?


    He was pursuing a business transaction. And while he wasn’t naive enough to think Keira didn’t find his pursuit of McBride Media personal, he also couldn’t understand why she wasn’t even open to his ideas. He wasn’t taking her job away from her, nor did he have any intention of doing so. All she and her sisters had worked for would stay intact. And with sudden clarity, he realized he had his speech to the board. He’d open with the family aspect and what the McBride sisters had done to restore the company to its former glory. Then he’d safely position them as the necessary leaders, now and into the future.


    It would work. It had to.


    His phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen. Booth. His brother rarely called, and on the occasions that Booth did pick up the phone, he certainly didn’t call at such an early hour.


    “What’s up?”


    “Heard you were destroying and conquering this morning.”


    “And where’d you hear that?”


    “Oh, here and there.”


    Nathan worked to keep his tone even, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t quite shake the edge that cropped up when he spoke to his half brother. The heir and chosen one. “If by ‘here and there’ you mean it came from that pain-in-the-ass reporter you can’t seem to let go of, then I can understand.”


    “Taylor Jackson’s got two Pulitzers.”


    “Who knew they gave out journalism’s highest honor for ambulance chasing.”


    “Based on the report I got from Las Vegas this past weekend, it sounds like he was actually chasing down a pretty good lead.”


    As always, news and gossip traveled fast. He’d known Jackson’s presence at the trade show had been more of a fishing expedition on his takeover attempts than a journalistic foray into food samples. And it was likely the man had also seen him escort Keira from the after-party on Saturday night.


    “And what lead would that be?”


    “Your intended takeover of McBride Media seems to have taken a bit of a detour.”


    Unwilling to give Booth an edge, Nathan fell back on old habits. He’d verbally parry and thrust, just like always. “Then you’ve been misinformed.”


    “I don’t know about that. I had lunch with Camryn McBride yesterday.”


    Now that was interesting. He wondered if Keira knew her sister had been spending time with his brother. “I wasn’t aware you even knew Camryn.”


    “I make it my business to know the people who matter in my industry. An industry that you’ve had no interest in taking part in up until now.”


    “Maybe I haven’t seen anything worth my time and attention until now.”


    Booth was quiet for a moment before he spoke. “Dad was more than willing to make this industry worth your time and attention.”


    “Dad wanted me in the exact same place he had you.”


    “And where would that be?”


    “Under his thumb.”


    Nathan knew it was a low blow, but the words were out before he thought to check himself. He might not be able to control the fact that Booth was the chosen one, but he could damn well ensure he didn’t take second place in whatever family drama West Harrison decided to play out. He’d deliberately sidestepped the family business and he had never looked back.


    “I can see my call was misinformed.”


    “No, just unnecessary.”


    “Then I’ll leave you with one final thought. The McBride women are a force to be reckoned with.”


    “So am I.”


    The phone went dead without another word between them.


    …


    The dulcet tones of early morning conversation punctuated the conference room as the various board members assembled around the table. Pleasantries abounded, and Keira focused on keeping a wide smile on her face as she offered a cordial hello to each and every person who walked in. She’d always hated board meetings, the forced joviality a bitter pill to swallow as she pitched her ideas for making her company stronger. In the last eight years, she, Camryn, and Mayson had taken their legacy and created their futures. They had done it with a massive amount of effort and hard work. And in one fell swoop, Nathan could take it all away. What her father had done through lack of interest, Nathan could do with one flick of his wrist.


    Despite his protests to the contrary, if Nathan owned the company, he’d control it and it wouldn’t matter if she continued in her role or not. Her father had proven that when he ran the company. When things went according to his plans he was fine, but when she countered him, he squashed the initiative and killed her ideas.


    The anger she’d not been able to get a handle on rose up to swamp her once more, along with every bit of self-reproach that had kept her up through the night. She’d spent her adult life running away from her father’s poor choices and instead had run straight into the arms of the enemy.


    “You okay?” Sally sidled up to her, a cup of coffee in her hand, her broad smile for the crowd firmly painted on.


    “I’ve had better days.”


    “You’ll do just fine, and we’re here to watch your back.”


    “It’s just infuriating.”


    “And more than a little insulting.” With a discreet nod, Sally indicated the individuals assembled around the room. “They’re not here day-to-day and they have no idea of the blood, sweat, and tears that have gone into this. All they see are the potential dollar signs Maverick Capital can wave in their faces.”


    “I was actually thinking about Daddy.”


    Sally’s eyebrows rose. “What about your father?”


    “The real fault in all this lies with him. He’s the reason we’re sitting in this position.” At the realization that her free hand was clenched into a fist, Keira relaxed it and took a sip of her coffee. “He never appreciated what he had, what he was the heir of.”


    “No, he didn’t.”


    “For all I want to fault Nathan”—she offered up a rueful grin—“and believe me, I do, he’s taking advantage of a legacy that was even stronger than my father’s hedonistic ways.”


    “A legacy you’re the rightful heir to.”


    Keira pasted another smile on her face, her cheeks beginning to ache with the effort. “We’ll see if the board agrees with you.”


    A quiet knock on the boardroom door pulled her attention from Sally. Nathan stood next to her admin, the fine cut of his black suit broadcasting an aura of power to all assembled. She watched as he moved into the room, working it from one end to the other as he greeted each board member by name. She was so involved with watching him work his way down the long boardroom table that Keira nearly fumbled her coffee when he reached her side.


    Is he really going to attempt to play nice?


    “Good morning, Ms. McBride.”


    Looks like it.


    “Are we really going to stand on formality, Nathan?”


    “Business is business.”


    “A lesson you’ve been all too quick to mete out this week.”


    “You look lovely this morning.”


    The gallon of coffee she’d consumed roiled in her stomach. “And I find it hard to believe you compliment the wardrobe of all your takeover targets. I would assume men find that uncomfortable.”


    Clouds darkened his gaze and she didn’t miss the subtle hardening of his jaw. “Are we back to that?”


    “Have you given me any reason to think otherwise? You’ve treated this like a game from the start, and I believe it’s because your adversaries in this battle are a group of women.”


    “I’m not playing a game. And as I’ve mentioned on more than one occasion, your gender has nothing to do with it.”


    “A distinction you seem to ignore when we’re in the same room.”


    He leaned in and his voice dropped an octave. If Keira could have found any subtle way to step back, she’d have taken it, but he’d neatly boxed her in against one of the oversize boardroom chairs. “There are lots of things that appear to be related but, in fact, aren’t. A point you were more than comfortable with this weekend.”


    Keira could only assume it was the outrage lining her face that made Camryn appear at her side. “I think it’s time we get started, don’t you?”


    “An excellent suggestion.”


    Without another glance at Nathan, Keira moved to the head of the boardroom table and quickly called the meeting to order. She couldn’t miss the slight layer of tension that rode the room or the nervous glances the various board members kept tossing Nathan’s way. She also didn’t miss the fact that Nathan had positioned himself at the opposite end of the table.


    At the head.


    With a quick nod from Mayson where she stood by the door, Keira opened the meeting as the lights dimmed. The presentation they’d practiced that morning came to life on the screen behind her and she maneuvered through the first few slides.


    “Thank you for joining us today. I know Mr. Cooper has some remarks prepared about his wishes for the future of McBride Media, but before he begins, my sisters and I wanted to give you a brief sense of what we’ve been working on.”


    The slide show began and she walked them through the balance sheets and their profits for the last five years. The slides then transitioned into a view of the future, set to the impressive list of celebrities Mayson had lined up for the next year. She closed on the three-, five-, and ten-year visions for the company and their overall growth goals as they sought to reposition some properties, launch new ones, and ultimately retire those that weren’t performing.


    As the lights came back up, Keira knew she and her sisters had crafted the right presentation. They had deliberately kept it to no more than fifteen minutes. The success of the company and the evidence of their continued hard work were stamped on each and every page.


    While she expected the positive reactions from the assembled board members, especially as they’d been a part of many of the decisions made up until now, Keira wasn’t prepared for Nathan’s reaction. Approval was in his broad smile, and his gaze indicated how proud he was of her presentation. Like the lunch they’d had the previous week or his comments as she entertained clients, she couldn’t see anything underneath that clear offer of support that seemed false or misleading. Nor was she able to stop herself from basking in it.


    After a brief round of questions, Nathan moved to the front of the room. “I haven’t prepared anything, but rather would like to share my thoughts. You all know of my intentions and I’m happy to answer any questions you have. But first I’d like to share why I believe Maverick Capital’s acquisition of McBride Media is good for all of us.”


    …


    Keira’s “talk to the board” smile was back in full force, and Nathan fought the urge to wipe it off her face. For a woman as bright, confident, and opinionated as she was, the fake smile signaled all the things she wasn’t.


    They both ran the gauntlet, saying good-bye to the departing board members. It was only after the room had emptied that she whirled on him, the smile gone as if it had never been.


    “Nice sales job, Nathan. Nothing like telling people what they want to hear.”


    “I’d have thought you, of all people, would have appreciated the family focus of my comments and my full endorsement of the McBride sisters’ abilities to run the company.”


    “A company you’re bound and determined to buy up and parcel off. What’s really going to be left for us to manage?”


    “Plenty. It’s not like you don’t have enough to do running one or two of the really large properties. You said yourself there was a plan to close the poor performers.”


    “On our own timeline. There are a lot of avenues we can pursue, and we’ve carefully put together a plan to try to make them profitable again before simply shutting them down.”


    “Save the sales pitch, Keira. The first rule of business is you get rid of what’s not working and move on. I watched you practically run yourself into the ground this weekend keeping up with everything.”


    “Is that what you saw? Really? Because I thought all you could see this weekend was a woman you wanted to seduce into your bed.”


    A harsh bark of laughter welled in his throat and he again reveled in moving into her personal space, satisfied when she made no move to back away. “If the definition of seduction has suddenly become two very willing and consenting adults, then you’re damn straight I seduced you this weekend.”


    “We made a misguided choice this weekend. That’s all.”


    “Is that what you call earth-shattering sex? Misguided?”


    “I certainly don’t think it was the brightest idea I’ve ever had.”


    “That’s the real problem here, isn’t it? You’re scared to death people are going to put together the personal version of us and the professional version. That’s what all this bullshit about how I’m treating you and how I’d never treat a man the same way is about. Isn’t it?”


    “One has nothing to do with the other. Isn’t that what you’ve said from the start?”


    “Don’t hide from me now. It’s more than that and you know it.”


    A series of emotions flitted across her face, from anger to sadness to a deep hopelessness he’d never have equated with her. Before he could remark on it, she said, “Everything we’ve worked for. All of it. I’ve gone and thrown it away.”


    Her words were like acid on his skin, burning him with their intensity. While the urge, honed since childhood, was to jab back, he fought it in order to find out what was underneath the words. “You’ve thrown nothing away.”


    The lines of her face resigned, she looked up at him. “What do you know about my family?”


    Whatever he’d expected her to say, this wasn’t it. “I’ve got a pretty good idea. There have been more than a few articles done over the years about your family.”


    “Then you know my father had no time for the family business.”


    “But he was a part of it his entire life.”


    “Grudgingly so. And McBride Media was a bank account for all his poor choices and bad behaviors.”


    “He wouldn’t be the first spoiled son to make some bad business decisions.”


    She choked out a rueful laugh as she moved to the sideboard and picked up a bottle of water. “My father rarely makes a good decision. Business or otherwise.”


    He was no stranger to the poor decisions of a parent, so he held back the myriad of questions that filled his mind. “Go on.”


    “Growing up, I remember sitting with my grandfather and how he talked about what he did for a living. He talked about it with such pride in his voice. Like he knew the hour or two of entertainment he gave someone with one of his magazines meant something.”


    Her words tickled a memory he’d long buried. “It does mean something. I saw it with my mother. She looked forward to and faithfully read her Women’s Monthly Journal the day it came in the mail. I remember how she used to shush me and put me in front of the TV while she read it. It was the only time I could watch whatever I wanted and she paid no attention.”


    “My grandfather started that magazine at my grandmother’s urging. She complained to him she didn’t like the magazines on the shelf and wanted articles about real women doing extraordinary things.”


    The memory grew and expanded, and Nathan couldn’t hold back the smile. “That’s the thing my mother loved about that magazine. I still remember her making me read the article about the woman in Chicago who ran a school for blind children and how many of them had graduated college and gone on to very successful careers.”


    For the first time, the anger that had stiffened Keira’s shoulders faded a bit as she took a sip of her water. “Why did she want you to read it?”


    “Told me that anyone could achieve anything they wanted to. And that all it took was a lot of determination and effort.”


    “Traits my grandfather had in spades.”


    “He was a special man and everyone who knew him thought so. But despite his fine attributes, I don’t think you’re really interested in talking about your grandfather.”


    “No. No, I’m not.” She took another sip of the water before resting her forearms on the back of the large leather chair that sat at the head of the table. “My father had a twin brother, and from all accounts, the two of them were inseparable.”


    Nathan paused at that, trying to remember if he’d ever read anything about a second McBride brother. “You say ‘had’ as if he’s gone.”


    “He is. He died when he and my father were in their mid-twenties. And the fun-loving, driven person my father was up until that point faded and died away.”


    “Some people can’t get past their grief at a situation.”


    “My father was one of them. From what I’ve been told, he literally changed overnight. He went from being a very happy, devoted husband, family man, and head of the company to…something else.”


    “Was that the person you knew?”


    “It’s the person I grew to know and have spent my life dealing with. I was small when it happened. Camryn was a toddler and Mayson was on the way.”


    “How did he change?”


    “It was like he just stopped caring. About anything.”


    “How did your mother handle it?”


    Keira gripped the bottle of water, the wash of memories filling her eyes as her gaze had settled somewhere in the distant past. “She tried her best. I take it the first few years she excused his behavior, said he needed to work through his grief.”


    “And after that?”


    “There came a point where she simply began to resent it, especially when he stopped caring about staying faithful to his marriage.”


    “I see.”


    And he did see, Nathan realized with surprising clarity. His own father had never been the poster boy for good, upstanding behavior, but at least he hadn’t lied to Nathan’s mother in the process. She knew what she was getting into with a man like West Harrison, and in all the years of her life, he’d never once heard her complain in bitterness about the man she’d loved.


    Despite all that, he’d also seen the absence of a spark in her eyes, like she’d used up all the love she was ever going to find.


    “My own family isn’t exactly a bright, shiny beacon of togetherness through thick and thin. People can be horribly careless with those they care about.”


    She nodded. “I spent my entire childhood watching my father live an empty life as my mother got dragged along in the process. Or chose to get dragged along.”


    “She never thought to leave him?”


    “Oh, she thought it, but her role as a woman of New York society always held her back. So she focused on her charities and her own life, raised my sisters and me, and ignored the fact that she lived with a man she hated. Another cliché of social convention, no matter how hard she fought it.”


    Nathan heard a slight hitch in her words and moved around to place a hand over hers. “Is that really all?”


    “It’s just a sense I’ve always had. I have nothing to go on to think that I’m right.”


    “But?”


    “No matter what he did and no matter how much she hated him at times, I think she spent her whole life hoping she’d get him back. That the man she married and loved with all her heart was still in there somewhere.”


    “So tell me what all that has to do with right now. With us?”


    “Don’t you see? Bringing McBride Media back to life, restoring it, isn’t just what I do. It’s part of who I am. Part of the good pieces of my history. My grandfather and my father. Before.”


    “But their life isn’t yours.”


    “Maybe it wasn’t at the beginning. Maybe I was just searching for something. But now I’ve made it mine. Camryn, Mayson, and I have made it ours. I won’t give that up.”


    “You’re entitled to your own life.”


    “Exactly. And I’ve made my choices. I know what I want my life to be.”


    “Business is a part of your life, not the definition of you.”


    His words startled a laugh out of her, the deep, hard sound rolling over him with the force of a battering ram. “Oh, that’s rich, Nathan. This coming from a man who has not only defined himself by his work but who uses it to delude himself of the differences between right and wrong.”


    “Where have I crossed any line? And just where in the hell have I deluded myself?”


    “You talk about desire and attraction and you use them as an excuse to separate yourself from your business practices.”


    “I never lied about it. From day one, you knew how I felt about McBride Media, and you damn well knew how I felt about you. Don’t suddenly accuse me of having no conscience when you know exactly what lives and breathes between us.”


    “Nothing but adversity and animosity.”


    “I don’t think so, darling.”


    He reached for her with whip-quick movements. Recognition flashed in her eyes as they widened, just before his mouth fastened on hers. Hard and unyielding, he pressed his lips to hers, satisfied when her mouth instinctively opened for his seeking tongue. And without a single thought for any of the reasons that had brought them both to this place, he sought to show her why none of it mattered.


    Why all that mattered was what they had here, together.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Keira fought for some semblance of control as Nathan’s tongue dueled with hers. All the pain of the last few days coalesced in her stomach like a ball of lead, full of sadness, fear, and a large helping of guilt. Yet through it all throbbed a raw need she couldn’t shake and couldn’t understand. That same raw need gripped him as clearly as it did her, evident in the hands that roamed over her body and the hard length of him that pressed up against her, pushing her back against the conference room chairs.


    She knew she needed to put an end to what was between them, but the desire to take what he offered was so strong. The heavy press of his lips enthralled her and her head fell back a little farther as he consumed her. The erotic thrusts of his tongue sent shock waves of heat to her core and she shifted her hands against his waist, her fingers restless on the soft material of his shirt. Fistfuls of the silk bunched in her hand, the need to reach the heated skin underneath driving her movements.


    He moaned into her mouth and pressed against her, the hard lines of his body stamped with sexual intent. Her back was cushioned into the oversize conference room chair, the imprint of it registering somewhere in some deep recess of her mind that screamed she needed to stay rational.


    “Nathan—” She pulled her lips from his.


    Passion glazed the blue of his irises in a hazy wash of need before he lowered his head once more to hers, but she pushed at his shoulders, willing him to understand.


    “We can’t do this. And we certainly can’t do this here.”


    “I want you.”


    Her knees buckled and she fumbled on her high heels. Damn the man and the weakness a few simple words could incite.


    “You need to leave.”


    The glassy need in his eyes began to fade as the reality of the moment returned and he planted on a grim smile. “I’m not walking away. You can’t even begin to think I’d walk away from what’s between us.”


    “You don’t have a choice.”


    “No, Keira.” His hands were on her face and she felt the gentleness underneath the firm length of his fingers where they rested along her jaw. “We don’t have a choice.”


    With one more soft press of his lips to hers, he pulled back. His gaze was steady on hers as he moved to gather his slim attaché case before he walked out the door.


    …


    She wasn’t ready to deal with the sisterly inquisition, no matter how well-meaning, so Keira headed for the thirty-fifth floor after ensuring enough time had passed for Nathan to make it to the elevator bank and out of the building.


    The comforting smell of old paper greeted her as she passed through the double glass doors outside the elevator lobby. The McBride Media Archives had been in place since the inception of the company, and she’d found refuge in the stacks more times than she could count throughout her life.


    Archival material had formed the basis for her first pitch to her father to take over Home and Family. The library’s photographs had been used as the backbone of a magazine retrospective done by the New-York Historical Society, an initiative she had spearheaded. And it had been to the Archives that she’d run the day she got the news of her mother’s cancer diagnosis.


    The Archives had been updated about six years before. It was the first project she’d commissioned after taking on the group publisher role. What used to be a floor filled with neatly ordered rows of magazines now boasted a sizable computer lab and a climate-controlled vault to house every issue ever published by McBride Media.


    “Keira, dear. I didn’t expect to see you today.” Monica Adams, the librarian who’d ruled over the archives for more than forty years, greeted her with a broad smile.


    “I needed a bit of a break from my morning.”


    “Board meetings have a way of winding us up.” Monica patted her arm before gesturing Keira into the room. “Come on in and spend a few minutes winding back down. I just made a fresh pot of coffee. I’ll get us both a cup and we can sit for a few minutes.”


    The evidence Monica knew about the morning’s meeting had Keira stopping short before she started moving again with a rueful head shake. She didn’t know why she wondered at the older woman’s nearly omniscient knowledge of what went on at McBride.


    Monica Adams knew everything.


    Monica poured two cups of coffee and nodded toward the far side of the room. Keira followed the trim, lithe woman, whose spry step defied her age, to a small conversation pit along a wall of windows. A glance over the Manhattan skyline indicated the rain that had threatened that morning on her way in had turned into a full-pitched battle as a storm raged outside.


    “The weather seems oddly fitting.” Monica’s voice was gentle as she crossed her legs.


    “I’ll say.”


    “Do you want to tell me what happened this morning? While I know what the meeting was about, those involved clearly aren’t spreading the details.”


    Keira knew the truth of that—she, Camryn, Mayson, and Sally had made a pact to keep details about Maverick Capital’s attempts as upbeat and professional as possible. But word had spread through the company like wildfire after the Financial Journal’s article the week before. “It’s complicated.”


    “The moments that try us in life often are.”


    Despite her vast knowledge of the inner workings at McBride, Keira also knew Monica could be trusted. Her knowledge at what went on inside the walls was only rivaled by her deep sense of discretion.


    “We’re the target of a takeover. As you know.” Human Resources had sent a memo that morning to the management team detailing the individuals who’d already begun to depart for what they believed to be greener pastures.


    “And what don’t I know?”


    “That I’m in love with the enemy.”


    The words were out before she could stop them. And as they sat hovering in the quiet between Monica and her, Keira knew she didn’t want to stop them. The truth was far simpler than she’d ever imagined. Strangely, it was even more painful when acknowledged out loud.


    “Well. That’s a whole different conversation.”


    Keira looked away from the rainy view and into gentle hazel eyes. “What do you mean?”


    “Here I was, all prepared to give you my pep talk on perseverance at work. This is clearly not going to be that conversation.”


    The nervous laugh, whether from lack of sleep or copious amounts of coffee, escaped before she could stop it. “Everything I’ve worked for. Everything I’ve thought was important. And I’m at risk for losing it all. What am I doing?”


    “You’re listening to your heart.”


    Keira knew how tempting that thought was. To look at the entire situation between her and Nathan and believe that true love could grow and flourish, even in the most difficult circumstances. Heck, she’d spent years as a single career woman being bombarded with pithy, well-meaning lectures from more people than she could count.


    It’ll happen when you least expect it.


    It had happened, all right. And it was about as convenient as a heart attack. While on vacation. With nonrefundable tickets.


    “The real question is what you’re going to do about it.”


    “Isn’t that always the question? It’s not our challenges in life,” she whispered. “It’s what we do when presented with them.”


    Words her mother had drilled into her from the earliest age. And with that thought came another. “I’ve been thinking a lot about my parents. Mom in particular.”


    Monica’s smile was gentle, her tone soft and full of understanding. “Our memories of those we’ve lost never leave us, no matter how old we get or how long they’ve been gone.”


    “I know.” Keira took a sip of her coffee, and as the warmth spread through her midsection, she tried to put words to feelings she couldn’t quite define. “And I do think of her often. But it’s been more intense, more vivid. And specifically about what she and my dad could have had if he’d only been braver. Less wrapped up in his pain.”


    “Your family isn’t just your family. They’re a real and tangible presence in your work life as well.”


    Was that why her feelings for Nathan had such a difficult edge to them?


    She’d never been afraid of falling in love. In fact, she’d looked forward to the time in her life when she’d finally share it with someone. But her whirlwind relationship with Nathan veered firmly into all the family baggage she worked hard to keep packed up and locked away.


    Monica patted her on the arm. “I think your mother would have been quite proud of who you’ve become. And I know your father is, even if he isn’t able to show it in a way that matters. You lead with grace and dignity, and you’ve built a loyal following, both inside these walls and within the ad community at large.”


    “Thank you.”


    “I’d also say that man is very lucky to have found you. I do hope you feel the same way about him.”


    Whatever she’d been about to say skittered from her thoughts as if it had never been. Instead, the reality of why she was in love with Nathan lit her up like the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree.


    His admiration for her mind as well as her feminine attributes.


    The way he listened to her when she spoke as opposed to simply granting her an indulgent few moments of his time.


    And an attraction that made every facet of who he was—from the physical to the deepest, darkest places inside of him—interesting and necessary.


    She even had to acknowledge that the personal aspects that underpinned his drive to succeed—despite the fact it was McBride Media in his sights—came from the life he’d created for himself out of a difficult childhood.


    Monica’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. “Now. What can I do to help with the takeover? Your new man may wear a custom-tailored suit like he was born to it, but I think we’re all up for fighting the good fight.”


    Keira took her first easy breath of the day. “Did I mention how glad I am you’re on my team?”


    “It’s a team I’ve been delighted to play on for more than four decades. And this old girl’s got some life in her yet. Now. Mayson was down here yesterday pulling some of the photos that made their way into a presentation. What else can I do to help? I’ll have you know I’m more than prepared to fight a little dirty.


    “In fact…” Monica stood on that thought and crossed the room, a telling smile edging the corners of her lips. She zeroed in on a filing cabinet and opened a drawer. “Yep. Right where I thought it was.”


    When she crossed back over to the room with an oversize photo in her hand, it took Keira a moment to register the image.


    “My grandfather?”


    “And the president. I’ve got copies of him with all the other presidents since the inception of the company. No reason we can’t pull up all of those and begin to chronicle the history of the company in photos. I’m sure this morning wasn’t the first presentation you’re going to give.”


    “There won’t be many more. If Nathan’s successful, it’s going to happen quickly.”


    “Then I’d better get cracking. I should have something ready for you to take along tonight for the launch party you’re hosting. I think a quick overview of the history of McBride along with the history of the Jupiter Automotive Corporation would be just the thing to get everyone excited and kick off tonight’s benefit in style.”


    Keira leaped up at that. She’d only been prepping for this event at the Natural History Museum for six months. “I need to get going.”


    “Did you forget about the event?”


    She was already reaching for the BlackBerry she’d slipped into her suit pocket. “Aren’t senior executives supposed to use words like reprioritized instead of forgot?”


    Monica leaned over and gave her a quick hug, and Keira felt her spirits lifting from the tight squeeze. “Go deal with your reprioritization. I’ll get cracking here.”


    “Thanks, Monica. For everything.”


    “Anytime, sweetie. Anytime.”


    …


    Keira pulled the dress she’d purchased for the evening out of her closet, smoothing her hand over the delicate silk as she settled the filmy material of the gown over the edge of her bed.


    She’d been so excited for this evening. The event at the Natural History Museum was the culmination of an incredible amount of hard work and collaboration among many divisions at McBride Media. The kickoff event, the year-long advertising schedule, and an editorial series that had come out of the agreement with the client was not only impressive, but it was the height of what she and her sisters had worked so hard for so long to build.


    Where her father’s regime at McBride had been full of siloed groups, all fiercely protective of their profits, she, Camryn, and Mayson had created a culture where they all succeeded on a far greater scale when they worked together. It was industry-changing, and tonight was the culmination of all that work.


    And she’d nearly forgotten it in the absolute madness that had gripped her life since Nathan Cooper dropped his little bomb on page one of the Financial Journal.


    Why couldn’t he see this?


    Why couldn’t he understand this?


    Where modern business too often operated in a kill-or-be-killed mentality, the McBride women had proven that a team could come together, use all the unique skills of its individual members, and create something that was greater than the sum of its parts.


    She shook her head, unwilling to let the increasing sense of melancholy mar the night.


    There’d be time enough tomorrow to deal with the disaster that was currently her life.


    As she walked toward the bedroom, her gaze alighted on the photo of her mother she kept framed on her end table. Lifting the photo, she allowed her gaze to trace the subtle lines of her mother’s face. A beautiful woman, her mother had grown increasingly distant as she’d aged, as if the disappointment of her marriage was a living, breathing entity under her skin.


    Was this the image of lost love? This pervasive disappointment over failed expectations?


    And would this be her life if she continued to pursue something with Nathan?


    On a soft sigh, Keira settled the photo back on her nightstand and continued on to the bathroom. For the moment, her reflection in the mirror didn’t offer any clues.


    …


    Nathan worked his way around the Hayden Planetarium, the large, multistory dome that dominated the main exhibit hall of the Rose Center for Earth and Space. The Natural History Museum was one of his favorite spots in New York City, one he came to often, and he always marveled how a place that housed hordes of schoolchildren, harried parents, and tourists could transform into an elegant space for events like the one this evening.


    He’d already run the gauntlet of several of Keira’s board members, the conversations full of eager curiosity and, in some cases, a raging desire for gossip. But it was the approach of Charlie and Marie Breslin, the CEO of Jupiter Automotive and his wife, that had him bracing for a difficult conversation.


    After brief pleasantries, Charlie shifted straight into business. “The news has been blazing with your interest in McBride.”


    “You know the financial papers. They love a good story.”


    Charlie brushed off the attempt at evasion and went in for the kill. “Especially one that’s true.”


    “Things are in progress.”


    “Which is why I’m walking around tonight trying to figure out what in the hell I’m doing here and why my company has made its largest marketing investment of the year in McBride Media. They can’t be long for this world if you’re gunning after them.”


    Nathan heard the statement for what it was—an opportunistic ploy to get more out of the event than he was paying for—and downshifted into damage control. “Whatever my interest is in McBride, you can be damn sure it’s because they put out a superior product.” He made a show of glancing around the large hall. “Which is clearly what you’re getting tonight.”


    “Save me the sales pitch, Cooper. I just spent a significant sum with a media company you’re about to buy up and chunk off in pieces to the highest bidder. That little dog and pony show about the history of the company that kicked off this event didn’t fool anyone.”


    “I thought sales pitches were my job,” Keira said smoothly as she moved into the conversation circle. Nathan hadn’t missed the fact that the curious stares from onlookers had changed into avid interest as she joined their group.


    “Charlie. Marie.” Keira kissed each of them on the cheek and navigated her way through the social pleasantries, the long column of navy blue silk she wore clinging to her like a second skin.


    “I hope you’re pleased with the turnout tonight. The cars all displayed around the perimeter of the museum have had a massive amount of interest, and all of the local news crews, as well as the morning programs, have picked up the story. Even Mother Nature has cooperated with a gorgeous evening after a miserable day of rain.”


    “None of it changes the fact that the product I thought I was making a year’s commitment to isn’t going to be around for much longer.”


    “Excuse me, Charlie? I’m not sure what gave you that idea, but I can assure you we’re more than capable of living up to all of our commitments.” Frost edged Keira’s words, and Nathan couldn’t hold back the shot of pride at how she handled a difficult client while sticking up for herself. Especially after such a direct hit. “Regardless of what the news media would like you to believe.”


    “Now who’s laying on the sales pitch, Keira?” Charlie’s sneer complimented his words, lending them an air of malice.


    Marie’s fidgeting stance and gentling hand on her husband’s arm sent out warning bells that Charlie was just getting warmed up.


    Keira pasted on a broad smile, the increasing quiet of the people around them clearly registering as she shot the surrounding packs of partygoers furtive glances. “Charlie. If you’d prefer, we can move this discussion to the media room. It’s emptied out for the moment as the news crews have shifted to cover the events outside.”


    Nathan mentally applauded her aplomb, but the moment was short-lived as Charlie’s face turned a dark shade of red. “Save me the smiles and the glad-handling, Keira. I’ve seen enough. We’ll be pulling the program tomorrow morning.”


    The peaceful calm Keira had maintained throughout the conversation vanished, and her bare shoulders stiffened with the heat of battle. “Since we’ve got a year-long contract, I’d suggest you bring your legal team along for the discussion.”


    “Will you be joining us, Cooper?”


    Nathan kept his voice mild under the heat of Charlie’s dark gaze. “I don’t see why I would. This is a business arrangement between you and Ms. McBride. Why would I take part?”


    “Since you’ve been romancing the damn company out from underneath her, I figured you had the balls to stick around for the events of the morning after.”


    Marie’s bright gasp filled the hall as she laid a firm hand on her husband’s arm.


    Without thinking about anything but laying the jerk out, Nathan moved up into his personal space. “I believe you owe Ms. McBride an apology.”


    “I owe her nothing.”


    “Maybe you didn’t hear me. However, in the event you did hear me and you need a bit of incentive to do the right thing, how about this for grins. The secrets you’ve been keeping about your manufacturing problems are easy enough to leak to the press. I know my brother’s always on the lookout for a good juicy cover-up story to help out that Pulitzer shelf he’s got in his lobby.”


    “Threats, Cooper? Why am I not surprised?” Despite the bravado in Charlie’s tone, Nathan heard the quavering hints of fear around the edges.


    “I call them like I see them.”


    “Learned at the knee of a master.”


    “Oh, my father has nothing to do with it. I can smell an asshole at forty paces. Learned that skill all by myself.”


    On an agitated huff, Charlie turned his attention to Keira. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning in your offices. My legal team will be along with me.”


    Her smile had never wavered, but the frost in her voice could have frozen the equator. “I’ll see that my team is in attendance as well.”


    “I used to have a lot of respect for you and what you’ve built over the last decade. I can see my faith was misplaced.”


    Keira stepped back, her stance regal as ever. “I could say the same about you, Charlie.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    Keira grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and restrained herself from gulping it down in one long swallow. The triumphant joy she’d felt walking through the event was squashed under the departing steps of Charlie Breslin. Jupiter Automotive wanted to pull their business—the largest piece of revenue on their books—because of the takeover attempt.


    And Charlie had been a big enough jerk to do it in front of an entire room full of people.


    She gave a small wave to a passing colleague, forcing as big a grin as she could muster as she muttered through her teeth, “I don’t believe that just happened.”


    “Charlie’s an ass. Always has been.”


    “I deal with a lot of those, Nathan. It doesn’t change the fact he’s an ass who pays his bills. Big bills we send him each and every month.”


    “You’re better off rid of him.”


    An angry retort sparked to her lips—what would Nathan know of the work she’d put into the event or just how much a deal like the one they had with Jupiter helped secure additional deals—when the stricken expression she saw on his face pulled her up short.


    “What is it?”


    “He insulted you.”


    “It’s no big deal.”


    Instead of minimizing the issue as she’d hoped, the quick reassurance seemed to have the opposite effect as color crept into his cheeks. “It’s a very big deal.”


    “Okay. Look, I meant what I said. The media room’s empty. Let’s go there for a few minutes and calm down.”


    He nodded and a short while later they found themselves in the small gathering area that had been reserved for the press. As she’d hoped, there wasn’t one single reporter lingering. All had rushed to see the unveiling of cars outside the museum.


    As soon as they were alone, she dropped onto a plush leather couch. “I can’t believe he pulled everything. And he’s not blustering, either. He’s crazy enough and mean enough to do exactly what he says.”


    “Like I said, you’re better off rid of him.”


    The frustration she’d had to hide in front of the assembled guests came rushing back and she stood, unwilling to give him the advantage by looking up. “And like I said, that’s easy for you to say. I, however, have a business to run.”


    “He was abusive to you. For that alone, he should be kicked to the curb, but he abused his power, too. It’s unacceptable and there’s no reason to kowtow to it.”


    “He’s the CEO. Who’s going to stop him?”


    “He still has a board. People who watch over him. I’m sure his marketing director has a say in things. He’s bluffing.”


    She shook her head, all the months of work running through her mind’s eye. “Nope. Not Charlie. He did this deal with me personally. Said he wanted the family connection, a partnership that a company like McBride Media could provide. Told me it was personal.”


    Nathan ran a hand over his jaw. “No, damn it. What he did tonight was personal. And spiteful. And likely an attempt to get you to reduce his costs so you’ll go begging for the business.”


    The dismissive comment, so unlike him, had Keira seeing red. “What part of all this don’t you get, Nathan? I’m in a client service business. I produce a product and I need clients to buy it, recommend it, and stick with their damn commitments. I do not need them getting mad while attending the largest event my corporate team will put on this year. Do you know how much time went into this?”


    When he simply shook his head, she continued on. “Eighteen months. The cars outside have been in active development in Jupiter’s marketing pipeline for that long. The work to coordinate the venue, the bands, the food, the press, the celebrities, the attendees went on that whole time. We had to get permits, special security, you name it. The governor is here, for Pete’s sake. And the CEO of the damn company is pulling his business from me tomorrow. Because of you.”


    Keira fell back into the plush cushion of the couch and dropped her head in her hands. That same stubborn spark of anger that desperately wanted to light filled her once more, but the events of the last few weeks kept it from fully alighting. No matter how many ways she looked at it, she was responsible for the current situation she found herself in with Nathan.


    So what did it matter if she stared down Nathan eye-to-eye or looked up at him? Once her board heard about this, they’d be rushing to take his side and vote her and her sisters out. “I didn’t think it could get worse, yet here it is. Way worse.”


    “Let’s get out of here. I’ve got my driver on call. No one will notice if we sneak out.”


    “I can’t leave.”


    “According to you, there’s no winning with Breslin. And seeing you throughout the rest of the evening is only going to get his ire upped.”


    She knew he had a point, even if the urge to leave felt like running more than self-preservation. “I’m not leaving. And if he wants to pick a public fight, I’ll be more than happy to remind him of his contractual commitments again.”


    Keira looked up at a light knock at the door. The planetarium’s curator walked in. “I’m sorry to disturb. I thought I’d sneak in here and check on you.”


    The barely banked ire that rode Nathan’s features faded as he moved comfortably into casual conversation. “Thanks, but we’re fine, Clarissa. I do want to compliment you, though, on the latest updates to the Big Bang Theory portion of the exhibit. You’ve done an incredible job making the information seem somewhat in the realm of understanding for those of us who still think Pluto’s a planet.”


    Clarissa’s good-natured laugh layered over a decidedly feminine giggle. With a pat to her silver updo, she took a spot on the couch. “Thank you.”


    Keira sat back and took it all in as Nathan and Clarissa bantered back and forth. The evidence Nathan knew the woman wasn’t all that much of a surprise—the more time she spent with him, the more it seemed as if he knew everyone in New York—but his ready understanding of the exhibit had her more than a little curious.


    “I’m sure a very popular sitcom has been pretty good for business as well.”


    Clarissa’s laugh tinkled once more, evidence of just how charmed she was in Nathan’s company. “Thank God they didn’t call it ‘Nerdy Guys Who Love Physics.’”


    “Doesn’t trip off the tongue in quite the same way.”


    Clarissa offered Nathan one last smile before shifting her attention. “I’m sorry, Keira. I could talk about the museum all day, and when someone gives me such a lovely opening I find I can’t quite contain my excitement.”


    It was hard to stay mad in the presence of such enthusiasm, and Keira smiled at the older woman. “What you’ve created here is incredible. You should be excited to talk about it.”


    “I’ve got a great team and a wonderful set of backers.” Clarissa pointed at Nathan and shook her finger. “He won’t tell you because he’s far too modest, but Maverick Capital is one of our biggest supporters.”


    If she weren’t watching him, Keira would never have believed Nathan could look so uncomfortable. His normally cool demeanor was so unflappable, to see him shift from foot to foot was oddly endearing.


    “What can I say? I’m a science guy.”


    “And we love you for it.” Clarissa glanced around the room, her gaze furtive. “While I’d love to talk some more, I had an ulterior motive. Word’s traveling around the room pretty quickly that an unpleasant scene took place. You may want to get out of here and escape before the press moves their focus from the cars.”


    Keira didn’t miss the nervous flutter of Clarissa’s hands. “What is everyone saying?”


    “That Charlie Breslin is a jerk. And that he’s had a few too many whiskeys. Regardless, the press smells blood in the water. I’d suggest you get out before they find you and circle.”


    “I don’t want to run.” Keira knew the comment was mulish but couldn’t erase the sentiment.


    “It’s not running if your commitments to the evening have come to a close. All the remarks have been made. It’s just a room full of people enjoying all the free liquor and full-fat appetizers you’ve ordered for them. I’d get out while you still can.”


    Despite her resistance to looking like she had her tail between her legs, Keira knew Clarissa made a very persuasive argument. “Oh, and one more thing. Your sister Mayson told me to argue with you and talk you out of it if you tried to insist on staying.”


    Nathan crossed the room. “So what do you say? Can we get out of here?”


    …


    Keira had given in to Nathan’s request to leave, but she still needed to gather her things from the coatroom. The hum of the event had changed to that heavy buzz that began when something tantalizing was happening and she moved through the side hall of the museum at a fast clip, anxious to put it behind her. She knew that was her only excuse for not even seeing the couple that stood so close to each other until she barreled into them.


    Or barreled into Camryn and Booth, to be exact.


    “Keira!” Her sister looked up, a hazy sort of smile still on her lips as a matched haze in her eyes began to clear.


    “Keira.” Booth nodded before he turned back toward Camryn, his voice full of promise. “I meant what I said.”


    The urge to race off had her momentarily stymied, and she waited until the man was out of earshot. “What was that about?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “Well, what did he say?”


    “That he noticed me at that cancer benefit we all attended at the Museum of Modern Art a few months ago.”


    “Of course he did. Was it the one you gave the keynote for?”


    “I guess.” That haze was back and Keira couldn’t remember a time in recent memory her sister had looked lovelier.


    “Well, what else did he say?”


    “That he’s not talking to me to get a story.” The haze disappeared once again. “Of course, it doesn’t explain why he’s talking to me at all.”


    “I’d say good old-fashioned healthy male interest, for starters.”


    “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”


    “Well, I do.”


    “That’s because you’re in love.” Camryn’s thoughtful mood morphed into a teasing tone. “You think everyone else is.”


    “I’m not in love.” The words sprang off her lips, even as Keira fought the sudden urge to check to see if her skirt was on fire.


    “Oh, big sister of mine, you are so besotted it drips from you.”


    “I am not—”


    Camryn gripped her arm and pulled her toward a small exhibit stand in the hallway, a shiny placard on the wall announcing what sat behind the glass. “This’ll have to do as a stand-in for a mirror. Look in there and tell me what you see.”


    “A harried woman who’s about to lose her company and her biggest account, all while being eaten by the press lions ready to attack from the other side of that hall.”


    “What else do you see?”


    Keira played along with the game, her sister’s tease holding the threads of way more truth than she was comfortable admitting to. “I see me.”


    “I see a woman in love.”


    Keira really stared at her own slightly distorted image in the placard before turning toward Cam. “What if it’s not enough?”


    “Enough for what?”


    “For everything. Love is hard under the best of circumstances. Nathan and I don’t exactly have the best of anything.”


    “You care for each other.”


    “Mom and Dad cared for each other. Once.” She let the thought hover there before feeling small and petty at the dark look that came over Camryn’s face. Both her sisters had borne the price of their parents’ unhappiness right along with her and it was a raw, open wound for all of them.


    “They don’t have anything to do with this, K. Their relationship was theirs. Not yours and Nathan’s.”


    “But what if they do have something to do with Nathan and me? They were an example, Cam. A warning, really. And what if I’m ignoring all the warning signs and barreling right into the same damn storm we all grew up with?”


    “That’s a cop-out and you know it.”


    “It isn’t.”


    “Sure it is. If you’ve got a problem, a real one, then you deal with it. Don’t make it up or blame it on someone else’s poor choices.”


    The usual equanimity Camryn was known for was nowhere in evidence underneath her urgent words and Keira was forced to acknowledge the truth of her sister’s statement. Hiding behind her parents’ dissatisfaction wasn’t fair to Nathan. Or to herself.


    “Come on, get out of here. You’ve got a hot man in a limo waiting for you.”


    “How’d you know I was leaving with Nathan?”


    “Mayson told me.”


    “I should have known.” Even as she muttered the words, Keira couldn’t hold back the smile.


    At the last moment, Camryn grabbed her hands. “Don’t miss your life worrying over others who wasted theirs. Please.”


    …


    Nathan stepped from the car before turning and extending his hand to Keira. Although she’d looked distracted when she climbed into the car, she’d rapidly shifted gears and spent the drive from the museum to her home on the phone with her legal team, mapping out how they’d handle Charlie Breslin the following morning.


    In the last few weeks, he’d seen her in action several times, but never in full-on crisis mode. Where most professionals he’d observed through the years managed with fire and theatrics, she remained calm and in control as she laid out her strategy with the legal team.


    “That was some impressive work,” he said to her after the elevator doors had closed behind them, leaving them to an empty car.


    “The call?”


    “Yes.”


    “It’s a sad fact, but this isn’t my first rodeo with clients who would prefer not to keep their commitments. I’m usually more than willing to work out a compromise, but…”


    The words hung there, the weight of the evening bearing down on her shoulders.


    “But Jupiter Auto isn’t a client who deserves one,” Nathan said.


    The doors opened at her floor and she walked the short stretch to her apartment. “So tomorrow will be a battle.”


    He nuzzled her neck as she dug in her small evening bag for her keys. “And tonight?”


    “Tonight I’m wondering why I seem to lose my head around you. Case in point.” She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’ve let you bring me home.”


    “The real question is whether you’re going to let me stay.”


    “I don’t think I have a choice.”


    “You always have a choice, Keira.”


    The light veil of resistance that always seemed to block what was between them was nowhere in evidence as she smiled up at him.


    “I think I’m long past making it because not one single argument I make to myself seems to stick.” She lifted on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his.


    Satisfaction slammed through him with a raw intensity that had his fingers shaking as he placed his hands on her waist. The fear he’d harbored, that she was lost to him, evaporated as if it had never been.


    He reached behind her for the handle, maneuvering her backward through the open door. That amazing sexual tension that simmered between them with a slow burn flared as they moved through her apartment, never breaking the contact between their bodies.


    A long hallway ran the length of her apartment and her heels tapped lightly along the hardwood floor as she pulled him farther into her home. “I should probably be a good hostess and offer you a nightcap,” she whispered against his ear. The heat of her breath and the brush of her lips had his body tightening in urgent need.


    “Courtesy is highly overrated.”


    Her laugh was deep and throaty as she pulled him through the doorway to her bedroom. A small light burned on her dresser, illuminating the contours of the room while leaving the corners in shadow.


    “Give me a minute?” She moved out of his arms to deal with her heels and jewelry, and he took the moment to look around. He could sense her in here, her essence evident in every line of the room, from the multicolored silk duvet that covered the bed to the bold, vivid prints framed on the walls.


    The room was as vibrant as she was, and he suddenly wondered how they’d managed to find each other.


    Or how he’d ever lived without her.


    Keira had brought bold color into his world, color he’d never even known he was missing. And now that she was here, he knew he could never go back.


    “What?” She turned from the dresser, the long sweep of her hair falling back against her neck as she began to pull out pins.


    “Let me.”


    “First tell me what the look was for.”


    “You’re beautiful. Truly beautiful.”


    He watched her dark eyes soften before a light sheen of tears filled them. Moving closer, he pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin the moment and make you cry.”


    “Ruin it?” A few tears spilled over and ran down the wide smile that creased her cheeks. “You really are a man.”


    “I hope so.”


    “It’s impossible to ruin anything when you tell a woman she’s beautiful.” She punctuated the comment with a light swat on his shoulder. “Besides. Women do cry when they’re happy.”


    “Are you?”


    “I am. Here. When it’s just you and me, I’m incredibly happy.” A small frown marred her features. “Maybe we need to stay here and never leave.”


    The thought flitted through his mind that maybe he could drop the whole takeover and find another way before he pushed it aside. He’d never walked away from a lucrative deal, and it wasn’t the time to start now, even if the thought of taking over McBride Media was growing less and less attractive.


    “That’s not a very practical thought.”


    For the briefest moment he wondered if he was reprimanding himself or replying to her comment.


    “And I am perpetually practical.”


    Unwilling to dwell any further on the course of action he’d already set for his business, he forced a lightness into his tone. “Oh, I don’t know. I’d say this dress”—he skimmed a hand down the length of her bodice—“is highly impractical. And more the better for it.”


    “Maybe you can make it more practical and remove it.”


    With gentle pressure, he pulled her toward him and backed them both to the bed. As the mattress hit the backs of his legs, he dropped down, pulling her forward as he reached for the zipper at the back of her gown.


    “An excellent suggestion.”


    He made quick work of undoing her dress, and the indigo satin that had sheathed her like a second skin fell over him in a soft wave. She rolled to her side, allowing him to drag the material down her body until it fell off the side of the bed.


    With tender movements, he painted a line of kisses down her neck and over her collarbone. She was a feast for his senses and he relished the wash of need and male satisfaction as she began to writhe underneath him, her breath coming out in a light moan.


    Desperate to make her come undone in his arms, he rolled to his side and changed the pace. He took in the slim, graceful lines of her body as his fingers followed the same path.


    Delicate lace in a strapless indigo blue covered her breasts and matched the small scrap of material that covered her core. He skimmed his hands over her soft skin, drawing a light sigh when his fingers ran circles over her belly before moving higher to cup her breasts.


    He drew another moan, deeper this time, as his fingers grazed her nipples, their points hard underneath the lace. Impatient to feel her, to taste her, he dragged one of the cups down and took the tight nipple into his mouth while he played with the other one through the material of her bra. Heat exploded through his body and his erection strained against her thigh. The taste of her was more luscious than any dessert, richer than the finest wine, and he was immediately drunk on her.


    Keira. His Keira.


    He felt her hands on him, one on his back and the other at his neck, her fingers threaded through his hair. Restless energy quivered under her skin and her legs writhed against his as the passion built between them, a raging fire that was rapidly burning out of control.


    His fingers shaking with the pent-up desire that coursed through him, he reached behind her back and made quick work of her bra’s clasp, returning his mouth to her other nipple as soon as the material was out of the way. The lush, ripe taste of her on his tongue only reinforced this mad, crazy desire.


    This desperate urge to brand her and make her his.


    Before he could follow the thought to its logical end, she shifted beneath him, her movements quick and full of sensual mischief. She shed the panties he’d begun to remove at her waist before straddling his hips. “Now, Mr. Cooper. You mentioned excellent suggestions and I have one of my own.”


    He stared up at her, the mystery of how she could be powerful while naked and vulnerable hitting him like a lightning rod. And then she slid down his body, her hands finding their way to the opening of his slacks, and all rational thought fled. Even as her intent was more than evident in the sinuous movements of her body, it still caught him off guard when her hands closed over the hard length of his erection.


    From base to tip, she was relentless in drawing pleasure. And when her mouth followed the movements of her hands, Nathan was lost.


    “Keira.” Her name was a fierce whisper on his lips as she took him through his paces. Hard, choppy waves of pleasure assaulted his senses and he fought to maintain control. Fought to retain the upper hand.


    Her dark, unfocused gaze locked on his before she kissed a trail over the sensitive flesh of his stomach. “I’m right here, baby.”


    “I want you.”


    With a temptress’s smile, she moved her body over his once more, positioning herself on his straining cock. “Then show me.”


    Her words only drove his need higher as they both danced on the razor’s edge. He reached for her hips, pulling her over his body. He felt the way she clenched around him, then saw the matched desire in her eyes as she began to move.


    With long, sure strokes, she rode their bodies to completion. His hands never left her hips as he guided the rise and fall of her body. And his gaze never left her face as he watched her take her pleasure and saw the beauty that lined her features as she climaxed.


    The dual urges to mate and protect beat with a raw, insistent intensity in his veins, in time with his racing heart. And an earthy, desperate, driving need for her coursed through him.


    “Keira.”


    He whispered her name—just her name—in the heat that flared high and bright between them before he allowed the moment to take him over.


    …


    Keira heard her name and felt it echo through the great swirling mass of pleasure that suffused her body. Nothing in her life—no accomplishment, no experience, no moment before—matched the time she shared with Nathan.


    In or out of bed, Nathan lifted her up and made her see the world differently. And in that new sight, she saw herself differently.


    She was a woman in love.


    The fears she’d harbored about being like her parents fled in full, any lingering thoughts unable to withstand the onslaught of what was between them.


    Eager to share in the afterglow of pleasure, to try and give him some measure of what he’d given to her, she pressed her lips to his, her tongue immediately seeking its partner. Although the initial frenzy of their mating had faded, in the quiet they shared long, slow kisses that were as intimate as the joining of their bodies. Moment after moment spun out between them, and Keira had the distinct sense they used their bodies to say all the things both of them were unable to put to words.


    As the intensity of the moment faded, she smiled against his lips before pulling back. “How is it you’re still dressed?”


    A lazy smile spread across his face as Nathan’s gaze dropped to his midsection. His dress shirt hung open and one leg of his pants had come off during their lovemaking. “You didn’t let me get that far.”


    She giggled and reached down to drag on the other leg of his slacks before settling her chin on his stomach. The hard planes of his pectoral muscles and the light spread of hair that covered them tantalized her fingertips, and she took a moment to savor the sensation.


    “I think you’ve been lying to me, Nathan Cooper.”


    His gaze roved over her face as he brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “And what have I been lying about?”


    “You’ve introduced yourself as a glorified bean counter, yet this chest is clearly the work of a man who uses his body. Are you sure you’re not laying tar on the weekends or shingling roofs?”


    His throaty laughter turned into a moan as her fingers played over his erect nipples. “You are absolutely, unequivocally tantalizing”


    “I’m just a woman who knows what she wants.”


    His gaze sharpened at that and she felt his body strain against hers with renewed urgency. “Then take it, Keira.” He shifted his hips, rising to meet the entrance to her body. “Take what you want.”


    At risk of being outdone at her own game, she draped herself over him, pressing her breasts against that chest she’d so lovingly caressed. “Let’s both take it, Nathan.”


    …


    “I can’t feel my legs,” Keira moaned into Nathan’s neck a long while later. She’d draped herself over him after the explosive climax they shared and hadn’t moved in several minutes. Wouldn’t have even thought of moving from his delicious warmth and the lovely stretch of his hard body underneath her if it weren’t for the very real worry she’d never move again.


    “I can’t feel anything but a dull, crazy roar in my head trying to calculate how fast we can do that again.”


    When the telltale signs of a new erection quivered against her, her laughter died down. “You’re not kidding.”


    “Hell no, I’m not kidding.” He reached up and placed both hands on her face, pulling her close for a hot, sloppy kiss. “You’ve put a spell on me, and I have no interest in finding a cure.”


    She finally forced her tired, sated muscles to lift her off his body and back onto the level expanse of the bed. He settled her against his side, and Keira curled into his warmth. “At the risk of sounding repetitive, do we have to leave?”


    “Yes, but I promise to drag you back here as fast as humanly possible.” His head shifted so he was looking at her. “After your meeting tomorrow, why don’t you leave and come play hooky with me?”


    “I can’t leave.”


    “Why not?”


    “Well, because.” She heard the sputter in her own voice and wondered when she’d grown up and become a stick in the mud.


    “I’m not saying to skip the meeting with Breslin, but to have something to look forward to afterward. You didn’t get a weekend because of the show. You’re entitled to a day off.”


    “This from Mr. Type A.”


    “Maybe I’m turning over a new leaf.”


    “Where will we go?”


    His gaze roamed around the room before he added a wry smile. “I’d say right here is just fine.”


    “Much as I love the idea, we really will kill ourselves if the last hour is any indication. No. If I’m going to go to all the effort of being a bad girl, we need to pick a place.”


    His eyebrows wiggled and she laughed in spite of herself. “I think this really is the proper venue for a little bad-girl behavior.”


    “Nathan! I’m serious.”


    “All right. We’ll go to the zoo.”


    “What zoo?”


    “The one in Central Park. You know the place,” he said with a wink. “It’s right up the street.”


    “I’ve never been there.”


    “Then it’s the perfect spot. Your meeting’s at eight. I’ll see you there at eleven by the sea lions.”


    The zoo? The idea was as odd as it was enticing. Another unexpected facet of Nathan Cooper, corporate raider, museum stargazer, and zoo aficionado.


    “Now then.” Nathan shifted her so that he covered her with his body. “About those calculations I was working on in my bean-counter’s brain?”


    “Yes?”


    “My tar-laying body thinks all the figures are adding up rather nicely.”


    Thoughts of the zoo fled at the insistent press of his body to hers. “How nicely?”


    “Let me show you.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    True to her promise, Keira met Nathan at exactly eleven o’clock in front of the sea-lion pool in the Central Park Zoo. Nathan was dressed casually in a pair of khakis and a gray T-shirt, and her breath caught in her throat at how he managed to strike such a sexy note in the simple clothes.


    “So this is how corporate raiders spend their afternoons?”


    Nathan leaned down and bussed her cheek before pulling her close under his arm. “Only when world-class CEOs offer to play hooky for the afternoon.”


    “I still can’t believe this is where you wanted to go.”


    He kept his arm around her as they passed through the entrance area to find places near the feeding pool. “Why not?”


    “I don’t know.” She measured her words before returning the first one that had come to mind. “It seems wonderfully silly. And normal.”


    “I am normal.”


    She laughed at the horrified expression on his face. “I didn’t mean that. It’s just not what I expected you’d want to do with a day off. Just like last night and the way you knew the museum so well.”


    They moved up to an open spot against the railing and he turned to lean against the metal poles. “What can I say? I’m a geek at heart.”


    On impulse, she reached up and placed a hand on the back of his neck, pulling him close for a kiss. “I guess you are. Maybe I like geeky more than I realized.”


    “Lucky for me,” he murmured before taking her lips.


    A muted-yet-insistent sound interrupted their moment and Keira pulled back to see one of the zoo workers, a microphone in hand, clapping for them. “The show’s over here, people. With the gang and me.”


    Nathan shot him a good-natured grin. “You can’t blame me for taking advantage of the attentions of a beautiful woman, now can you?”


    “Nah.” The zoo worker waved a hand. “But consider me deeply jealous.”


    Keira laughed before her attention shifted to the two sea lions making their way over the rocks in the center of the pool. “Oh, look!”


    The sea lions entertained them for the next several minutes, doing tricks ranging from high fives to midair catches of fish to some impressive dives off the rocks.


    Despite the tension of the last twenty-four hours—heck, the last two weeks—the moments passed by in carefree abandon as she watched the animals.


    “Did you see that?” Nathan bumped her shoulder as the largest male executed an athletic flip.


    “He’s adorable.”


    Just like you. The thought reared up as she gazed at Nathan’s profile. Whatever impressions she’d formed in her mind over the last few weeks had been re-formed and reshaped more than once. Today was a perfect case in point. The carefree smiles and easy enjoyment of a day off were a facet of his personality she hadn’t expected. If she were honest with herself, it had been like that from the start. Every time she thought she had a handle on him and on what motivated him, her image got turned on its ear.


    Of course, a small voice whispered, one of those many facets wants to take over your company.


    She’d managed to leave the thought buried since the night before when they’d left the museum, and she wondered why her conscience chose that moment to interrupt with the truth. She’d come here to enjoy herself and to take a few more precious moments with Nathan. She’d be damned if she let outside influences interfere.


    The real world would interfere soon enough.


    Resolving to give herself this one day more, she turned back to the sea lions. The warm day ensured the animals were in fine form and the entire audience gave them enthusiastic shouts as they finished their routine. And before she knew it, their trainer wrapped up his scripted patter and wished them a happy day at the zoo.


    “I can’t believe I’ve never been here.” Keira watched the audience depart the show in small groups, everyone smiling and happy as they went off to spend the day with those they cared about.


    “It’s a little gem, right in the center of the city.”


    “You’re the gem, Nathan. I’d never had imagined I’d have this much fun. Or see this side of you.”


    “I’m not all that complicated.”


    “No, I think you’re very complicated. And like Shrek with all his onion layers, every time I peel back another one I’m surprised by what I find.”


    “So first I’m abnormal and now I’m a smelly ogre?”


    She wrapped an arm around his waist as they moved toward the reptile enclosure. “If the shoe fits.”


    …


    They fit, Nathan thought to himself an hour later as they walked out of the zoo and onto one of the myriad paths in Central Park. He held her hand in his, their fingers entwined, and they moved through the park talking about everything and nothing.


    “Since I’ve called you both abnormal as well as a beloved green cartoon character, the least I can do is buy you lunch.”


    “I’m not sure my gentlemanly urges can handle a woman paying.”


    She pointed toward a vendor about twenty yards ahead of them. “It’s only hot dogs.”


    “Well, when you put it that way, how can I refuse?”


    Keira had been a revelation. While it seemed as if they’d hit a tentative truce the night before, he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that what was building between them was temporary.


    Or that she was looking for a reason to run. He’d suggested a day away from the office so they could try and get back some of the magic they’d experienced in Las Vegas. What he hadn’t banked on was her ability to truly push the office aside.


    There had been one moment earlier, by the sea lions, when he’d felt her stiffen next to him. At first he’d ignored it, but the expression on her face had him reconsidering, so he watched as a play of emotions worked its way across her face.


    And then the moment vanished as if it had never been.


    When her laughter returned at the sea lions’ antics, she’d looked up at him with such a wholesome freshness he’d almost convinced himself he’d imagined it.


    Almost.


    “What do you take on your hot dog?”


    “Ketchup only.”


    “No onions?”


    “More Shrek insinuations?” He reached for the red plastic container of ketchup as she handed him one of the hot dogs.


    “I’m a mustard, ketchup, and relish girl myself.”


    He watched her fix her own hot dog, a ritual as elaborate as a general preparing for battle. “Doesn’t the hot dog get cold?”


    “It doesn’t matter if the ketchup, mustard, and relish ratio is exactly perfect.”


    “And people call me Type A.”


    “Oh, you ain’t seen nothing yet.” She winked at him as she took a big bite of her lunch before closing her eyes. “You could take me to the best restaurant in New York and I don’t believe it could compare to this taste.”


    “New York street vendors do produce some unique food magic out of those little steel carts.”


    “The best.”


    They found an empty bench to finish eating. A light breeze rustled stray leaves at their feet and Nathan couldn’t hold back just how satisfied he felt.


    How complete.


    “So how does it come to pass that a born and bred New Yorker has never visited the Central Park Zoo?”


    “I’m really not sure.” She shrugged as she wadded up the aluminum wrapper that had held her hot dog. “There are some days I remember my childhood vividly, and others where it seemed to pass in a morass of experiences.”


    “Your parents never took you and your sisters places?”


    “We had a very dignified family vacation every year to somewhere spectacular like the French Riviera or Chile or Bora Bora. And then we’d come home and my parents would go back to their respective corners.”


    “Sounds lonely.”


    “I had Mayson and Camryn, and it’s hard to be lonely with the two of them.”


    He heard the telltale quaver behind the gentle smile. “But your parents?”


    “My mom did the best she could. She was around far more often than my dad, but she was embarrassed to go out without him. Like it would somehow be admitting we were a dysfunctional family. So we did a lot at home. And we had a wonderful relationship, don’t get me wrong.”


    Keira hesitated and he gave her the room to gather her thoughts.


    “I think in a lot of ways that’s why the business part of our lives has always come so easily for my sisters and me.”


    “How so?”


    “Relationships are hard, but talking business is easy. You figure out what you want and you figure out what your opponent wants and you make a deal. It’s way easier to navigate than those sticky landmines of human emotions.”


    She stood and extended her hand. “Come on. Let’s walk.”


    By unspoken agreement, Nathan sensed she didn’t want to discuss her family any longer, and he wasn’t about to push. He reached for her hand and linked their fingers. He knew all about those sticky landmines, had stepped on more than a few in his youth, and he’d made it a practice in his adulthood to avoid them at all costs. Which was why the words that spilled forth as they moved toward the Reservoir, the large body of water that dominated the center of the park, were an unexpected surprise.


    Or a confession, he amended to himself.


    “The day I graduated from business school, my father offered me a job at his company.” She looked up at him, a question in her eyes, and he answered it before she even asked. “I didn’t accept it. Turned him down cold.”


    “How’d he take the rejection?”


    “Not well. Badly, actually.”


    Nathan pulled up that day in his mind’s eye, the memory one of his easiest to recall. His mother had still been alive then and she’d been delighted West had arrived at their small Lower East Side apartment for a visit. And she had been equally upset when West had walked out twenty minutes later.


    “What happened?”


    “A full-court press by my mostly absentee father, followed by the worst fight of my life with my mother.”


    “Why did you have a fight?”


    “She attempted to convince me how ungrateful I was being by rejecting the offer. She only pushed harder each time I insisted he couldn’t just reappear in my life and think he had any influence.”


    “But he does have an influence, as my father does on me. It may be more negative than positive, but it’s still an influence.”


    He’d never looked at his relationship with his father through that lens, and, as he did, Nathan realized it made sense.


    “Maybe your mother fell victim to the classic parental blunder.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Our parents sometimes think the path of least resistance is best, and it’s usually not because we don’t stretch and grow on that path. But pushing us in that direction keeps their fears about us getting hurt at bay.”


    He hesitated but figured he owed it to her to keep going. “I think her concern was even more personally motivated than fear.”


    Keira squeezed his hand. The thoughts he’d harbored about his mother ever since that day had burned a hole in his heart. He knew they were ungrateful and more than a little judgmental. What he hadn’t known was how much easier they were to bear with the support of someone else.


    “She thought I should go with the man she’d always loved and whose faults she was blind to.”


    “We often forget our parents are human, too. They’re such imposing figures in our minds, I think we shortchange them their humanity.”


    The judgment of his mother’s actions subsided, replaced with the anger he’d spent a lifetime honing to a razor-sharp point. “She never got over him. And never once, in all the time since the day she met him, did he treat her as she deserved. Not once.”


    “She loved him.”


    “He never deserved it.”


    “No, from the sound of it, probably not.”


    A cool breeze lifted off the water of the Reservoir and blew over them. A few strands of Keira’s hair slipped loose from their knot and flew around her face. He spotted an exit off the path around the water. As soon as they were out of the way of oncoming runners and walkers, he pulled her into his arms. With aching sweetness, he brushed the strands of hair behind her ear, then leaned in to press his lips to hers. “Thank you for understanding.”


    “Thank you for trusting me with the information.”


    And when their lips met, something was different. He felt it immediately.


    Whereas before, spending time with her had been fulfilling and exhilarating, now it had become something even more.


    “Nathan,” she whispered against his mouth. “Let’s go home.”


    …


    Keira answered the call from her doorman and let him know he could send up their dinner.


    “You can get dressed faster and you don’t have to put on a bra.” She gave Nathan a winsome, toothy smile, picking up the debate they’d started around the time she had called in the Chinese food order. “So you can go grab the food when the delivery guy knocks.”


    “You don’t need to wear a bra. You look amazing without it.”


    “Yes, well, unless you’d like the deliveryman to think the same thing, go answer the door.”


    As if punctuating the statement, the buzz of her doorbell echoed through the apartment.


    “Fair point.”


    He nodded and dragged on his khakis as he went. She couldn’t help but once again admire his firm butt and the broad back that rose up from slender hips to expand into those magnificently broad shoulders. Nor could she help the self-satisfied smile that refused to vanish from her lips.


    Taking the afternoon off had been a truly inspired idea.


    Spending half of that afternoon in bed had been an even better one.


    “Moo shu’s here!” His deep voice carried down the hall. “And you’ve given me quite an appetite, so get down here before it’s all gone.”


    His T-shirt still lay in a discarded pile on the floor and Keira reached for it as she stood. As she pulled it over her head, she heard the muted ring of her cell phone. She poked her head through the cotton and glanced at the readout.


    Camryn.


    The urge to ignore it and just talk to her sister in the morning was strong, but the small kernel of guilt that had planted itself that morning when she ducked out of the building was too strong to bypass.


    “What’s up?”


    “Are you near a TV?”


    “Yeah. I’m at home.”


    “Put it on. Hurry up.” Camryn barked out the channel and Keira could hear Mayson and Sally in the background as well.


    “What are Mayson and Sally doing there, too?”


    “We’ve got you on speaker.”


    Camryn’s terse orders, coupled with their frantic voices, had her hand shaking as she reached for the remote on her bedside table. “Clearly you’re not calling with good news. What’s going on?”


    “The news of last night’s event has broken.”


    “Okay, well, we knew it would happen. Charlie’s abrupt and unhappy departure this morning was a clear sign he wasn’t going to let this lie quietly. We talked about it then.”


    “It’s a little more personal than that, Keira.” Mayson’s normally cheery voice flicked through the end of the phone like a whip.


    Images flashed up on the screen. “Okay, I’ve got it on.”


    “They’re coming back from commercial with the story.”


    Before the words were out of Camryn’s mouth, an image of Nathan and her, captured the night before, flashed on the screen. Although nothing overt was happening in the footage, they were looking at each other with a level of adoration not normally found in business adversaries. The reporter’s comments suggested as much, and a complaint was forming on Keira’s lips when a new image filled the screen, one taken that afternoon of them kissing at the sea-lion pool.


    “What? How?”


    Nathan’s broad frame filled her bedroom doorway. “Food’s out there. What are you waiting—” He broke off when he saw her face.


    “What’s wrong?”


    And then West Harrison’s face filled the screen and Nathan was as mesmerized by the images as she was.


    “My son’s recent behavior is in no way a reflection on his business sense. He needs to stop thinking with his—” A loud beep overlaid the news footage, but she had no problem figuring out West’s crass language.


    “He’s using our relationship as an excuse to incite a firestorm of interest about your takeover attempt of McBride.” Keira pointed toward the image of West Harrison. “You know this is tomorrow’s headline on the Financial Journal.”


    “It’s already on the website.” Camryn’s voice echoed from the phone, and Keira abstractly realized she still held it up to her ear. “And based on your comment, I take it Nathan is there with you?”


    “Yes.”


    Camryn’s voice was quiet when she spoke. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


    “The reporter has no right to insinuate one has anything to do with the other.”


    “Maybe not, but the connection’s been made.”


    “I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Keira—” Camryn hesitated for a moment. “I’m sorry.”


    “So am I.”


    She tossed her cell phone onto the bed as the image of West faded from the screen and the anchors moved onto the next story.


    “What is he trying to prove?”


    “That he has the right to interfere in my life.” Nathan’s voice had a hard edge to it as he crossed the room and took the remote from her, snapping off the TV. “I need to go talk to him.”


    “For what? Why would you give him the satisfaction of knowing his comments hit their mark?”


    “He can’t get away with this.”


    “He already has, Nathan.” She flung a hand toward the now-dark TV. “What do you think you can do about it?”


    “He’s been meddling for far too long and it has to stop.”


    “You’ve done a pretty good job of ignoring him and doing your own thing up until now. Why change?”


    “Because it isn’t enough. It’s never enough. It’s like no matter how hard I try, I can’t get away from him. Even this week, with his damned visit in Vegas, it was all part of some elaborate machinations.”


    Nathan’s words caught her up short as she hunted in her dresser for a pair of shorts. “What visit in Vegas?”


    “It was nothing.”


    “It doesn’t sound like nothing. Your father was in Vegas?”


    “On Monday.”


    A sick feeling swirled in her stomach and Keira sat on the bed, her legs suddenly giving out. “This week? After we were together?”


    “He claimed he was in the neighborhood and stopped into my new offices for a father-son chat.”


    That day’s events whirled through her mind, culminating in Camryn’s frantic texts and their conversation about the emergency board meeting set for the following day.


    “You initiated the board meeting after you saw him, didn’t you?”


    Nathan’s jaw fixed into a hard line as his shoulders stiffened at her words. “One wasn’t related to the other.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Of course I’m sure. I’ve made my intentions toward your company no secret.”


    “Yes, but the timing. It has bothered me, needled at me all week. Why you did it so fast. Especially after the weekend we spent together.”


    “What’s between us isn’t related to the business.”


    “Oh, come off it, Nathan. Of course they’re related. It’s all related!” She flung out a hand as the words exploded from her in a rush. “And I’m through pretending we can keep them separate.”


    “We can.”


    “No.” She shook her head. “No, we can’t. Neither of us can separate who we are when we go to work.”


    “Our jobs don’t define us.”


    “They contribute to who we are, to how we see the world and what we want out of our lives. And I can’t believe I let my love for you make me forget that.”


    “You love me?”


    She rubbed her hands over her arms, suddenly cold in the room that had felt so very warm only minutes before. “Isn’t it obvious?”


    He crossed the room, his strides long and sure before standing before her and pulling her up from the bed. His arms came around her and he crushed his lips to hers, the moment so full of passion and promise it nearly destroyed her. Because no matter how much she loved him, he’d never be hers until he dealt with the demons that had haunted him since childhood.


    …


    Nathan poured every ounce of emotion into the kiss. Passion and need, longing and fulfillment—they flowed from his mouth to hers as he sought desperately to brand her.


    “Stop.”


    The light pressure of her hands on his chest pulled him from the moment.


    “What?”


    “We can’t do this.”


    “We can, Keira.”


    “No.” She pushed again and moved from the circle of his arms. “I want to know what happened on Monday.”


    “It was my father making a nuisance of himself.”


    “Dismissing it only gives it more credence.”


    “But it was nothing.”


    “It was more than that, whether you want to admit it or not.”


    “Admit it?” The slow burn of frustration at being pushed away steamrolled into something deeper. Hotter. And considerably more lethal.


    “What am I supposed to admit?”


    “That your father had an impact on your actions on Monday.”


    “He did no such thing.”


    “Oh no? I got less than twenty-four hours’ notice about Tuesday morning’s board meeting. And so did my board. Funny how that all came together after your father visited you.”


    “He thought he could bluster his way through my office, tell me what he thought of my new projects.”


    Anger that matched his flared in her eyes, even as she kept her tone even and cool. “Like McBride?”


    “Like the new Vegas property.”


    “And like McBride Media.”


    He’d be damned if he’d lie to her, even if none of it happened the way she seemed to think it did. “Yes.”


    “What did he say, Nathan?”


    “Nothing of importance.”


    “Then why’d you push the meeting through like a bull barreling into a proverbial china shop?”


    “I’d already set a course of action for the takeover and I saw it through. The meeting and the paperwork that generated it were in the works for more than a week. I even canceled a business dinner with Holt that night because of it.”


    “But why did you choose that moment to execute it? That day? Our bed was barely cold and suddenly you decide to amp up your efforts to go after my company? My birthright?”


    Like a dog with a bone, she wouldn’t let it go. In that moment, he knew he’d not only underestimated his ability to manage his feelings for her, but he’d sorely missed the mark on how hard an adversary she could be.


    “It wasn’t like that.”


    “Then tell me what it was like. Explain it to me.”


    Shades of that horrible conversation so long ago--and his mother’s tearful questions he couldn’t answer--roared through his memory.


    Why are you doing this?


    Why can’t you see reason?


    Why are you so insistent on this stubborn, unrealistic path?


    The same questions flashed in the dark depths of Keira’s eyes.


    “I don’t have to explain anything.”


    “After all we’ve shared, that’s all I get?”


    “I make my own decisions and I stand by them. In the end, that’s all that matters.”


    “Even when it hurts the ones you love?”


    “Why does it always come down to that?” The words ripped from his throat and he’d be damned if he’d feel bad for them. “Why am I judged for my actions and not for who I am? I never made any bones about who I was or what I wanted. I want your company as a business investment. I want you as a man wants a woman. Now I’m the villain in this set piece and it’s more than a little hypocritical to start getting upset about it.”


    “You’re right,” she said simply before moving toward her closet, dragging his shirt off as she went. When she reemerged a few moments later, she had on a smaller T-shirt that fit to her frame. She extended her hand and as he grasped the shirt, the material was still warm from her body. “Here. You’ll need this to leave.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    “Do you have a minute?”


    Keira glanced up from her computer screen to see Sally standing in her doorway. “Of course. Come on in. You’re early this morning.”


    “I could say the same for you.”


    Although she had spent another sleepless night and desperately craved rest, Keira had gotten to work at the crack of dawn once again. “It’s amazing how motivating the chance to avoid small talk can be. The halls were blessedly empty when I walked in.”


    Sally took the chair opposite her desk. “The phone will be ringing soon enough.”


    “Too true.”


    A glance at Sally’s face, and the clear evidence she was struggling with something, had Keira up and out of her chair. “Sally. What’s wrong?”


    “I think I owe you an apology.”


    “What can you possibly owe me an apology for?” Keira leaned down and wrapped an arm around the woman who had been as much a substitute mother as a professional sounding board.


    “Camryn confided in me about your conversation last night at the event.”


    If it were anyone else, she might have been tempted to get upset, but Sally was a part of them, and she was as much a mother figure to Cam and Mayson as she was for Keira. “About Mom and Dad?”


    “Yes.” Sally nodded. “I’m afraid I’ve painted your mother as some sort of paragon and that’s not fair. Not right. I loved her like a sister, but I never understood her choices when it came to your father.”


    Keira took the seat next to Sally and patted her arm. “The truth is, I never did, either. I loved her. Love her still. But I can’t respect how she stayed in her marriage to Dad. And I certainly don’t respect the choices he’s made with his life.”


    Sally brushed at a lone tear before she pressed a hand to Keira’s. “Don’t make her mistakes. Fight for the love you believe in and understand when it’s okay to walk away.”


    Keira couldn’t hold back the slight tease. “So is that stay with Nathan or walk away?”


    Sally’s husky laugh confirmed the worst of the storm had passed. “I’m not going to make it that easy on you. What do you want?”


    “I want him and I want to make a life with him. More than anything, I want that.” She fought to hold back the sigh because the older woman’s gaze conveyed such love and warmth and support. “But I can’t be with someone who can’t accept his own ability to love. And the responsibilities that come with that love.”


    …


    The dull roar of the lunch crowd ebbed and flowed around him like a wave, but Nathan heard none of it. He was so wrapped up in his misery, a tank could have driven clear through the center of Le Cirque and he’d likely not have noticed.


    “Nathan?” Holt called his name. “You with me, buddy?”


    “Of course.” He took a bite of salmon, the normally exquisite dish dry and bland on his tongue.


    “I closed two more tenants this week on the Vegas property despite you flaking out on our dinner with one of them. You’ve nearly sold out the first level of the promenade.”


    “Excellent work.”


    “Thanks. And just so you know, your enthusiasm is contagious.”


    “You wanted to have a briefing. I’m briefed. Next topic.”


    “How are things going with McBride?”


    Nathan laid his fork over his plate, indicating his completion of the meal. “That one’s off the table for discussion.”


    “I’m putting it back on. You knew the press was going to have a field day with this the moment word got out you and Keira were an item.”


    “And with my father’s voice added to the mix, the story is too juicy to resist.”


    “So make a statement and cut him off at the knees. It wouldn’t be the first time the two of you were adversaries in the press.”


    Nathan folded his napkin and rested it next to his plate. “I’m waiting until after the board votes on the takeover.”


    “Make a statement now. You care for her, don’t you?”


    “That has nothing to do with it.”


    Holt’s harsh bark caught the attention of a few nearby diners. “That’s seriously the angle you’re taking on this one?”


    “There’s no angle, Holt. It’s the truth.” He stood and dropped several large bills on the table. “I need to leave.”


    Whatever else Holt Turner might be, good friend sat at the top of the list. “There are ways around this if you want to change course.”


    “And why would I want to do that?”


    …


    Nathan stomped to his car, his lunch with Holt only adding to his irritation with the day instead of assuaging it. He’d only agreed to meet in the hopes the news of the Vegas property’s development would make him feel better.


    It hadn’t.


    “Sir.” His driver nodded as Nathan approached the car. The man looked distinctly uncomfortable, a pained expression filling his normally bland face. “You have a guest.”


    “Where?”


    “In the car, sir.”


    “Why’d you let anyone get in?”


    The door flew open and Booth stared up at him, a cocky grin riding his features. “Nice lunch?”


    The urge to drag Booth out of the car and wage a pitched battle right on the sidewalk played out in a hard, satisfying series of images in his imagination.


    “Quit being an ass and get in, will you?” When Booth’s smile fell and what looked to be real, honest compassion filled his brother’s eyes, Nathan reconsidered and got in the car.


    “What do you want?”


    “I want to understand why you’ve ruined the best thing that ever happened to you.”


    “Keira and I are on opposite sides of a problem that can’t be solved.”


    “Nope. Not buying it.”


    “You don’t have to buy it. It’s the truth.”


    “Then answer a different question. Why are you letting Dad have a field day shitting all over your relationship with Keira?”


    Nathan turned toward his brother, the urge to pummel him rising to the fore once more. “You know, you’re doing it again.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Talking like you know anything.”


    “I know far more than you think I do. I live with West Harrison’s influence each and every day.”


    “As his legitimate son, Booth, not as his bastard!”


    The explosion caught him so off guard, Nathan sat back and leaned his head against the dark leather of the plush seat. He’d never meant to say that, hadn’t even known the thought was inside before it came out in a haze of anger and disappointment.


    “You’ll never win his approval, Nathan. No one can.”


    He shot Booth a sideways glance without lifting his head from the seat. “Come on. You’re the chosen one.”


    “No, I’m just the unlucky SOB who got stuck with him. Which is why—” Booth sat forward. “I can’t allow you to let him win.”


    “He’s not winning.”


    “Can you really and truly tell me you want to take over McBride Media?”


    And with that one simple question, his brother had shot to the heart of his dilemma.


    …


    Keira walked back to her office with a steaming mug of coffee in her hand. The day had dragged on interminably, despite two meetings with legal on the Jupiter Auto issue and a budget planning meeting that had taken more than two hours.


    Heavy footsteps thudded on the plush carpet and she heard her name echo down the hall. “Keira!”


    She turned to find her assistant, tottering on a pair of sky-high heels and out of breath from running.


    “Stacy. What’s the matter? And why are you running?”


    “There’s a massive TV crew in the lobby and they’re here for you.”


    “Well, I’m not going down there.”


    “Nathan Cooper is there, too.”


    Mayson ran down the hall to join them. “Nathan’s downstairs.”


    “So I heard.”


    Barely winded, her sister put her hands on her hips in an expectant gesture Keira had seen throughout her life. “Well, get down there.”


    “I’m not giving him the satisfaction.”


    “He brought the crew, Keira.” Stacy’s words punctuated the sisterly standoff.


    “What?”


    “Nathan brought the film crew. He says he has an announcement.”


    “The takeover didn’t go through.” Mayson’s face fell. “It couldn’t have.”


    “No, it couldn’t have,” Keira quickly reassured her, even as she wasn’t sure she was correct. Was her here to gloat? To rub in her face that he’d moved forward with the takeover, despite what was between them?


    Or had been between them.


    Besides, someone would have told her and Camryn and Mayson. Right?


    The flash of fear vanished as she realized what would happen if the worst did come to pass and they lost McBride Media.


    They’d start a new company and build it from scratch. What she couldn’t build was a new relationship with Nathan. She used to think McBride Media was everything. Now she finally understood just how wrong she had been.


    “I guess I’d better get down there.”


    …


    Nathan had never fully appreciated his status as a mover and shaker in the New York business community until he managed to assemble every major news crew in less than an hour.


    Of course, Booth had helped, but Nathan wasn’t planning on telling him that.


    “Are you sure she’s coming?”


    “Yep.”


    “With her sisters?”


    “No, Nathan, I’ve been lying for the last hour about securing Camryn McBride’s help.”


    The urge to strangle Booth had hit him a few times in the last few hours as they’d pulled together a plan. Despite the annoyances, Nathan had to give his brother credit. The man did have a sense of the dramatic. And it was Booth’s idea to use the lobby of the McBride Media building for what he was about to do.


    “You look like hell, you know that.” Booth slapped him on the back before gesturing toward a podium the building manager had procured from somewhere in the bowels of the building. There was still a layer of dust on the top. “I am definitely the better-looking brother.”


    “Screw off.”


    “And I’m the nicer one, too.”


    Nathan shot him a dark look before moving to the microphone. Shouts rose up from the crowd and Nathan didn’t miss the gaping stares of curious onlookers as they shuffled around the perimeter of the lobby.


    “Mr. Cooper! Are you here to make it official?”


    He lifted his hands in a quieting gesture, pleased when the assembled reporters stopped shouting immediately. “It’s only fair that I make my announcement with the McBride sisters present.”


    Whispered murmurs floated through the lobby once again as heads immediately turned to look for the women.


    And then the press quieted as the three women stepped off the elevator. Camryn and Mayson came out first and he could see Keira following behind. The wall of reporters parted for the trio and as he stared at Keira, Nathan knew he’d never seen anyone more beautiful.


    Why had he been so stupid? And would his actions be enough to fix what he’d ruined through stubborn arrogance and injured pride?


    “Now that Keira, Camryn, and Mayson McBride are here, I’d like to begin.”


    Keira’s dark gaze never moved from his as he began speaking, and Nathan took a small measure of hope that it meant she still cared.


    “There have been some very recent allegations from my father. In addition to meddling in my business affairs, my father felt it was his right to make some rather crass suggestions about my relationship with Ms. McBride. A relationship that I thought, rather erroneously until recently, was something I could keep separate from my business decisions.”


    A light rumble of voices murmured through the crowd at the evidence he was going to hit the issue head-on.


    “The McBride sisters have brought their family business back from the brink of failure. A once-thriving media conglomerate, it was nearly demolished by poor decision making over a period of two decades. But in half that time, Keira, Camryn, and Mayson McBride have restored the company to its former glory.”


    He paused for a moment, allowing the praise to hover in the minds of the assembled reporters.


    “I thought I could sweep in and take the company, parceling it off as I’ve done for most of my career. And up until earlier today, I was planning on doing just that.”


    The crowd erupted again in loud whispers at the evidence of his change of heart, but it was the questions in Keira’s eyes that kept him pushing forward.


    “I am no longer interested in buying McBride Media, but I’m not interested in allowing someone with the same business plan as me to step in and attempt the same. Therefore, it is my great pleasure to announce Maverick Capital’s revised investment strategy with respect to McBride Media. No longer an acquisition target, McBride Media is an investment target. The McBride sisters, with an equal distribution of shares, will be loaned enough money to purchase a majority of holding stock in their company.”


    Keira’s eyes widened as a smile spread across her face.


    Nathan shot Booth a quick glance. “In closing, I can only be grateful for some recent financial advice that suggested I’d be far smarter to invest in McBride than to buy it outright.”


    With a nod to the crowd, he asked, “Are there any questions?”


    …


    Keira raised her hand at Nathan’s invitation to questions.


    He pointed at her, his tone serious even as a smile played around the corners of his mouth. “Yes?”


    “What if my sisters and I don’t want to take you up on your offer of an investment?”


    The poor man sputtered for a moment, her question such a surprise he clearly had no answer. She reveled in the ability to catch him off guard and hoped she’d be doing it for the rest of her life.


    “Why wouldn’t you want it?”


    “McBride has always been a family operation. You’d be an outsider.”


    “Maybe there’s something I can do about that, too.”


    Nathan moved from behind the podium and came to stand before her, his warm gaze never leaving hers, and just as the unreality of the moment registered, she watched him drop to one knee. His big hands enfolded hers and she took comfort in the warmth of his touch.


    A touch that up until ten minutes ago, she’d never thought she’d feel again.


    “Would you do me the honor of making an investment in our future and becoming my wife?”


    “Yes, Nathan. Yes, I will marry you.”


    He stood and pulled her close, and she heard the happy shouts of her sisters, overlaid with the heavy roar of the rapidly filling lobby.


    His mouth covered hers, and the touch of his lips offered a lifetime of promises. In that moment, Keira knew, every single thing she was and ever would be lived right here in the solid strength of his arms.


    He lifted his head and the shouts grew louder while camera flashes captured the moment. With a carefree laugh, she pulled him down once more and pressed her lips to his ear.


    “You know, investing in my company is an awfully expensive wedding present.”


    “Consider it a down payment.”


    She pulled back to look into his eyes. “On what?”


    “Forever.”
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