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				Welcome to Need to Know—Because a Woman Can’t Be Too Informed

				Dating in D.C. is like navigating an apocalyptic wasteland populated by men in expensive suits with zero mating potential. Need to Know provides all the information a savvy single woman like you needs to avoid dating disasters.

				By night, Jordan McAdam is the proprietor of a popular website that rates D.C.’s hottest bachelors—everything from how quick they are to email you back, to their skills in the sack. She’s been burned once too often to accept any man at face value. By day, her job as an office temp puts her in the perfect position to do a little fact-checking on her rich and powerful subjects. When her latest assignment brings her face-to-face with the sexy but mysterious Forest Redder, Jordan decides to do a little “hands-on” research of her own. To Jordan, he seems like the perfect man—but she knows there is no such thing. Moreover, there’s a big problem: Forest knows Jordan’s the woman behind the scandalous site—and Jordan knows he knows. Will he expose her secret—or find his own posted on Need to Know?
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				Sexy, contemporary romance stories for today’s fun, fearless female.

				Cosmo Red-Hot Reads from Harlequin
www.Harlequin.com/Cosmo

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				For my beautiful, smart and fierce niece, Jennifer. 
Welcome to the working world. This one’s for you!

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I’m so excited to be a part of the new Cosmo Red-Hot Reads from Harlequin imprint! The collaboration of Harlequin and Cosmopolitan is the perfect place for my sexy couple, Jordan and Forest.

				Starting a new job and new life is rough for all of us, but for Jordan, creating an anonymous website to help other women maneuver the rough Washington, D.C., dating game is her dream. But nothing prepares her for Forest. He’s the man who changes everything, and we’ve all met one of those. He’s a smart and successful businessman who wants to know her secrets. She has to outrun him, but truth is, she’d much rather he catch her.

				Thank you for picking up Everything You Need to Know. I love Forest and Jordan, and hope you do, too! You can visit me at www.helenkaydimon.com to learn a little more about them and get a peek at what (and who) inspired the book.

				HelenKay Dimon
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				Chapter One

				Subject Report on Ryan Peterson: Spent entire date talking about Ryan—yes, he refers to himself in the third person. When he drove me home and I refused to sleep with him on the first date, he urinated on my front porch. Run from this blowhard. —Member 121

				



				Need to Know admin staff: Confirmed blowhard.

				



				JORDAN MCADAM LOOKED across the conference-room table at Ryan Peterson and fought the urge to roll her eyes. An “oh my God, shut up!” comment begged to escape her lips whenever he opened his mouth, which was every ten seconds.

				The guy’s personality consisted of being pompous, loud and loaded. That last one appeared to be his only positive attribute. Not to Jordan. No, she’d dated enough powerful Washington, D.C., types to place the entire metro area in dating lockdown. She’d limit her choices to a pool of males from at least two states away from now on.

				Day Four in Ryan’s presence. She’d confirmed the major complaints about him by the end of the first afternoon, but had yet to find one redeeming quality to include in the follow-up report for her website. When she’d started Need to Know, she’d known the dating world could be physically and emotionally dangerous for women. She never dreamed it resembled an apocalyptic wasteland populated with guys in business suits who possessed zero social skills when it came to handling strong women.

				After reading the comments website members had posted about their dates, Jordan no longer worried about her relatively solitary existence. If her choices came down to Ryan, or that guy Ted who one member said spent most dates sending hate texts to his ex, or if she had to pick any of Ryan’s or Ted’s businessmen friends, she’d continue to limit her bedroom activities to Mr. Fancy, her bright purple vibrator.

				Ryan leaned back in his chair and tapped his gold pen against the lined legal pad in front of him. When he exhaled, his stomach relaxed, pushing over the top of his black belt, which was never a good look on a man, money or not, and certainly not on a thirtysomething. “The meeting this afternoon is important.”

				As if she cared. She’d taken the temp job to double-check the website reports on Ryan, since they seemed so out there for a grown man. “Yes, sir.”

				“I need to make a good impression.” He made the comment while he coughed without covering his mouth. “Nothing can go wrong.”

				As far as she could tell, the only chance for success hinged on Ryan skipping it. “I understand.”

				The rumors racing through the employee cubicles over the past few days hinted at management problems. Something about a silent partner wanting out and money being tight, despite Ryan’s bright red might-as-well-advertise-you-have-a-small-penis convertible parked in the coveted space right by the elevator in the downstairs garage. Then there was the expensive office suite on K Street, D.C’s power-broker row.

				Ryan sure did like to play the game.

				He spun his chair around and stared out the eleventh-floor window to the busy street below. “You’ll need to stay late this evening. Ryan needs this deal done.”

				There was the third-person thing again. In her view, Ryan needed medication. And a reality check...and maybe a few hours with a financial planner before he dragged his daddy’s once-successful construction firm into bankruptcy. “Of course, sir.”

				Ryan grinned at her over his shoulder. “Maybe you can find us some dinner.”

				Right, because that was within her job description as a temporary office assistant. No wonder his regular administrative assistant quit two weeks ago. From what Jordan could ferret out during coffee in the office kitchenette, the woman, Victoria something, ran from the building after being asked to send yet another morning-after “we’re over” email to a woman Ryan managed to date more than one time.

				The guy was a raging dick, but Jordan had to deal with him only through the end of the day. He’d asked her to remain on next week. She’d lied and said she had another temp job lined up.

				“I can order something for you to eat.” As in, for him only, or him and the two businessmen who were due any minute. She’d rather choke up stomach lining than sit across a table and listen to Ryan talk about Ryan. Because, really, how sad was that little act?

				The low rumble of voices in the small reception area outside the conference room and near her desk grabbed her attention. Anything not to look at Ryan another minute.

				She moved closer to the doorway and glanced out. There, by the love seat and looming over the bad-bachelor glass coffee table and the stack of six-month-old magazines, were two men in matching dark suits. The black-haired, broad-shouldered one with his back to her suddenly turned around and met her stare for stare.

				She didn’t need a member’s report from the Need to Know website or a business degree to identify him. Forest Redder, millionaire businessman and commercial real-estate powerhouse...whatever that was...and an integral part of every business and political power circle in town. Objectively good looking, all six-foot-whatever of him but—thanks to the rich-boy affect—not her thing.

				The blond with him, Wendell Strong—Wen to everyone who knew him—had a could-sell-yachts-to-the-poor smile. That was even less her thing.

				After seeing the names on Ryan’s schedule that morning she’d done some investigating on both men. Their friendship stretched back through private schools and country clubs and wherever else rich people congregated. Neither man’s name had made it onto her website yet, but being two of the city’s most eligible bachelors in their thirties, reports and requests for information from the Need to Know community were inevitable.

				Her goal for one year in business was a thousand active members paying monthly dues and, in return, getting the dating information they needed. She had eight months to go and with or without those two on the website, she was almost halfway to her membership goal.

				She stepped into the reception area and closed the conference-room door behind her. “Gentlemen, may I help you?”

				“We’re here for a meeting with Ryan Peterson.” Forest didn’t break into a smile or even move. “Do you know where I can find him?”

				Something about the commanding tone and presence made her feel as put together as an unmade bed. She tugged down on her pencil skirt, then stopped, because letting this guy throw her off stride was just not going to happen.

				“Mr. Peterson needs a few more minutes.” She had no idea if that was true, but she doubted this Forest guy had to wait for much, so she thought experiencing a little delay would be good for him.

				“Are you his assistant?” His gaze dipped down and traveled over her for the briefest flash.

				The last time she fell for a look like that, she ended up dating a guy who was about to get married. Not to her—not that she knew that going in. Funny how he’d forgotten to mention the fiancée and expensive wedding, complete with pre-nup and newspaper notice. Thank goodness her friend and web assistant, Elle Parker, saw that little gem or Jordan might still be the unwitting other woman to an idiot who deserved a nasty case of bedbugs.

				“I’m just the temp.” She stepped farther into the reception area. Next came the awkward gesture in the general direction of the floor lamp. “Have a seat.”

				“We’ll stand.”

				Of course they would. Heaven forbid this Forest guy do anything to stop the circus show dancing around in her stomach. “You’re early.”

				Forest glanced at his watch. His eyebrow lifted a second later.

				Yeah, that wasn’t annoying or anything. “Right. Well, if you’ll excuse me a second...”

				Before he said anything else, she bolted back into the conference room. Ryan sat in his big black leather chair, spinning the seat back and forth like a spoiled child. No wonder the business his family had built for decades had been flushed into a downturn only two years after Ryan took over the reins.

				“Your appointment is here.”

				He waved a hand at her. “Send them in.”

				She turned around when he started the tie straightening and hair combing with his fingers. Pulling the door open again, she peeked into the reception area and saw Wen and Forest. They hadn’t moved at all. No talking. No shifting. They just stood there staring at her. Wen also smiled, but Forest skipped over that part.

				“Mr. Peterson can see you now.” She stepped back and gestured for them to step inside the conference room.

				Wen gave her a nod as he passed. He really did have the six-foot all-American-boy thing down. She could imagine him in khakis on a polo field as his two perfect blond-haired children ran by.

				Then Forest slipped past her. His shoulder brushed against hers and the fresh scent of soap fell over her senses. He had the cleaned-up-businessman look, but underneath she sensed something rougher. Something not so proper.

				Now that was her thing and the surprise kick of interest did not make her happy at all.

				“Excuse me.” His bright-eyed gaze drilled into her as he walked by.

				At five-eight, she was hardly ever in a situation where men towered over her, but he did. All firm and lean and...

				“Ms. McAdam?”

				Something about Ryan’s smarmy tone and stupid smirk sucked all the sexuality right out of her. She could feel her body dry up with every syllable he uttered.

				She plastered a smile on her face and swallowed back the icky taste that filled her mouth whenever she glanced in Ryan’s general direction. “Yes, sir?”

				“Join us and take notes.”

				Wen waved her off. “I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

				Jordan took that to mean this meeting was not exactly going to go as Ryan hoped. That almost made her want to stick around. “I can wait outside, and if you need me—”

				“I want her to stay,” Ryan said, as he looked at the other gentlemen. “I’m sure neither one of you will have a problem with that.”

				Never mind that she did.

				“Fine.” Forest delivered his command and sat in the seat directly across from Ryan. “For now.”

				Looked as if she could add bossy and demanding to the list of characteristics she silently compiled about this Forest guy. Usually the gruff, commanding type turned her off, but there was something about him. Something half annoying and potentially half interesting. She didn’t intend to investigate either half any further.

				Ryan nodded to the chair to his right and she dropped onto it. His smile stayed in place as he slid a pad of paper over to her. She started taking notes, even wrote out a nice header and remembered the date. Then she had to fight off the urge to doodle.

				“We have a problem,” Forest said as Wen joined him on that side of the table.

				Ryan nodded as he leaned back in his chair, trying to give off a sense of security and failing badly when the sweat collected on his forehead. “I understood you had all the information you needed to move forward with our partnership on the new waterfront deal.”

				Jordan’s head popped up. She listened, because information was her real business. She didn’t care about dictating or notes or commercial real estate, but anything that brought money into D.C. connected to power and politics. If new players moved in, she needed to know them and be prepared to see their names appear on her website.

				After Forest nodded, Wen started talking. “We thought we owed you an in-person meeting, mostly because of our historic relationship with your father and this firm.”

				“A very positive relationship.” Ryan sat up again. “One I intend to continue.”

				Forest cleared his throat and all movement in the room stopped. The clock ticked on the wall behind Jordan, but she didn’t dare turn around and glance at it. Not when every inch of Forest, from his straight back to the slow way he moved his fingertips across the tabletop, commanded attention.

				“And therein lies the problem,” he said.

				Therein? Jordan knew that wasn’t a good sign. Whenever the “’twas” and “furthermore” comments came out, all hell was about to break loose.

				Ryan must have figured that out, as well, because the skin around his mouth tightened and the sweat raced out of him now. “What do you mean?”

				“You are not your father.” Forest put a beat of air between each word.

				And that certainly stopped the collective breath of the room. Her pen dropped against the pad with a soft thud. The tick in Forest’s jaw mesmerized her. So did his long, lean fingers and the way he braced them on the table in front of him.

				Wen took a white envelope out of his inside jacket pocket and slid it across the table to Ryan. “The financial audit raised some concerns.”

				Ryan glanced at it, then at her, then back to Forest. “Clearly, we’ve all experienced some negative cash-flow problems over the last few years in this financial market.”

				Forest didn’t even blink. “I haven’t.”

				As far as comebacks went, Jordan thought that was a pretty good one. As someone who got laid off from her job when the financial world went wacky and the large law firm she worked for—the same one that everyone said could never go under—broke apart then shut its doors, she had some empathy for job loss and rough times.

				But she’d picked herself back up again. Worked exactly three days at a department-store fragrance counter until she accidentally sprayed a wealthy regular customer in the face with some rancid-smelling perfume. Yeah, it had nothing to do with the lady directing Jordan to clean up after her little yapping dog who’d pooped in front of the luxury-night-cream display.

				But now Jordan had Need to Know. She’d come up with the idea and made it happen. As fast as she’d predicted, it was making money and she was determined to keep it that way.

				“I don’t understand what you’re saying.” Ryan swallowed hard enough to make his throat bobble. “I thought we had a deal.”

				“We said we might be able to make a deal work and enter into a contract, pending an audit and other reviews of your management style and compatibility with our structure.”

				Jordan was pretty impressed with Forest’s statement. He’d managed to use all those words and barely say anything. The man could be a lawyer. Then she remembered that was one of his degrees. Score one for overeducated people everywhere.

				Forest pushed up to his feet and Wen joined him. “I don’t see a partnership happening.”

				“Wait... I...” Ryan’s sputtering continued for a good thirty seconds. “What other reviews about me?”

				Oh, Jordan could think of some. No fewer than four women had filed reports on Ryan and not one of them had a decent thing to say about the spoiled-kid-turned-businessman. Thanks to his father’s heart attack, he sat in the Big Boy office chair, but it was clear the company’s management staff was pressuring the family to put someone else in charge, which was why Ryan needed this deal. Which also explained why his face had turned an odd shade of purple.

				Instead of answering, Forest turned to her. “Maybe now would be a good time for you to leave us.”

				Fine with her. She had a date with a glass of wine and a pair of pink fluffy slippers. Her plan was to grab the few things off her desk and keep walking until she hit the metro. “Of course.”

				Ryan stood with a jerk, and his chair crashed to the floor. “She doesn’t work for you.”

				She actually didn’t work for anyone but herself, and that’s just the way she liked it. No strings. No crappy boss.

				Forest slowly turned to face Ryan. “I doubt you want a temp hearing the rest of this conversation.”

				With that, the air visibly rushed out of Ryan’s chest and he leaned hard into the table. “Right.”

				That was her cue to take off and she was grateful. Without another word, she headed for the door. She hesitated when her fingers touched the knob. A quick glance over her shoulder clued her into the reason for the tickling sensation at the back of her neck. Wen and Ryan talked in hushed tones with bowed heads. But not Forest. Nope, he stared right at her. Green eyes, dark look and concentrated focus.

				Her hand shook as she fumbled with the door. There were few certainties in life, but she knew without any doubt that Forest Redder could mess up her plans. She ran out before that could happen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Subject Report on Cam Matthews: When check came, he said dinner was on me. Then he said, “that’s real equality for you.” —Member 14

				



				Need to Know admin staff: Confirmed payment.

				



				FOREST CLAMPED HIS back teeth together to keep from shouting. He still thought about making a lunge for the keys jangling in Wen’s hand. After the messed-up excuse for a meeting with Ryan that lasted forty-five minutes longer than planned, Forest’s patience had expired.

				He’d voted for delivering the bad news via conference call. Wen was the one who’d insisted they visit Ryan in person. As far as Forest was concerned, that meant Wen was solely to blame for the wasted work time and having to listen to a grown man swear, grovel and cry. The last part made Forest’s head pound. It also got him up and out of the conference-room chair in about two seconds. He didn’t need to be a part of that sort of nonsense.

				He and Wen made it off the elevator and halfway to the guest spot in the underground parking garage before Wen started talking again. “That went well.”

				Leave it to Wen to try to find the positive in a heaping pile of negative. “Not for Peterson.”

				“I meant for us.”

				“Then, yes.” But Forest wasn’t convinced that was true, either. Now they had to double back and restart the process with a new construction team. He wanted the project moving. The preparation meetings were pissing him off.

				Their shoes clicked against the pavement as they snaked through the lines of parked cars. The steady beat echoed around them. Forest tried to concentrate on the hammering, but the face of Ryan’s temp kept edging into his mind. He’d caught only her last name—McAdam.

				Not that he cared.

				Sure, the long wavy brunette hair was hot. The slim skirt and pink shirt that skimmed her body all worked for him. And the face, round and pretty with big brown eyes... Okay, maybe he cared a little, but no way was he making a play for her.

				He’d have to know her name. He could find it out easily enough. A few well-placed questions and a call or two to temp agencies would do it. But he vowed to let it go. Last thing he needed was a fling with a woman who made a living working in offices where he might have business meetings. That promised a bunch of awkward post-sex conversations.

				No thanks. He’d settle for some heavy-duty sex fantasies about those spiky high heels and what she hid under that black skirt instead, then move on.

				Wen stopped at the driver’s side of his sleek two-seater. “Word is, without our business, Ryan could be out of his own firm.”

				A topic that didn’t involve Ms. McAdam’s long legs or high, round breasts. Yeah, Forest could handle this. “Last I checked we weren’t a charity.”

				“He might have bigger troubles anyway.” Wen clicked a button and the locks chirped.

				“Such as?” Forest got in, checking his cell and barely listening as he mentally planned the rest of his day. A quick dinner, then back to the office to plow through the stack of paperwork on the corner of his desk.

				“Need to Know.”

				It took a second for Forest to realize his second in command had gotten into the car and stopped talking. He hadn’t bothered to turn on the engine. He just sat with one hand balanced on the wheel and stared.

				Forest stared back. “Excuse me?”

				“Need to Know.”

				Forest wondered exactly how many minutes of conversation he missed while unlocking his cell. “Repetition isn’t helping.”

				“The website.”

				The last threads holding Forest’s patience ripped apart. He turned in his seat and sent Wen a get-to-it-now scowl. “What the hell are you talking about?”

				“Didn’t you hear the guys at the club talking?”

				His least-favorite place. Forest didn’t fit in with the “in” crowd and he was more than fine with that. “I go there for business lunches because I have to. The rest is pure bullshit and not how I ever want to spend a day.”

				Wen smiled as he put the key in the ignition and the sports car roared to life. “Because you suck at golf.”

				Something else that didn’t bother Forest. “I wear that as a badge of honor.”

				“Anyway, it’s a website.” Wen put the car in gear and eased out of the spot.

				At this point in the post-meeting process Forest usually dove into his work emails or his schedule. Small talk during car rides was one of the many things he had no interest in. Just like golf and charity events and Monday holidays.

				But Wen acted like whatever he was saying mattered, so Forest didn’t turn off his attention just yet. “What is?”

				“Need to Know. Stop frowning at me and take a look.” Wen slipped his cell out of his suit pocket, hit a button and handed it over.

				“You’re showing me a member-login screen.”

				“For an anonymous site where women post information on their dates with D.C.’s business and political elite.”

				Now, that sounded a bit more interesting than anything Forest had heard today. He rested his cell on his thigh and reached for Wen’s. Forest tried the site’s home link and contact screen. It all struck him as some big puzzle that led nowhere. “You can’t access it without signing in.”

				“But word is getting around. Some of our business associates are being named on it, and not in flattering ways.”

				“It sounds like tattling, more in line with something a preteen girl would do than an adult woman.” Forest glanced up and realized the car hadn’t moved. They sat idling in the middle of a lane, a good thirty feet from the security gate at the parking exit. “Drive.”

				“You’re not getting this.”

				Not for lack of trying. He used his own phone to search for information about the site while he poked around, but after a quick check he couldn’t track it back to a name. “Enlighten me.”

				“The women have to be approved for membership. They’re vetted and then once online they post about their dates, rate the sex, even comment on a guy’s body and breath. They talk about whether a guy is financially viable or known for cheating.” Wen lifted his hands off the wheel and smacked them down again. “I’m telling you, nothing is sacred.”

				Forest tried to imagine the whining the men at the clubs must be engaged in over this. Now, that made him smile. “Cheating isn’t sacred. Any man who is stupid enough to do it should get caught, but I get your point about the rest. Question is why anyone is paying any attention to some random site.”

				“Because women can’t be too careful.”

				Forest shot his friend a sideways glance. “Come again?”

				“It’s the site’s motto or tagline or whatever you call it.” Wen drove up the ramp and handed the ticket to the attendant in the booth. “You know what I mean.”

				Forest bookmarked the site on his cell and handed the other phone back. He vowed to investigate the site further. Kick back at his desk at home and pry into Need to Know’s inner workings. Just for a bit of fun and distraction. There was something about taking the pieces apart, examining them and putting them all back together again that intrigued him.

				Talking about it didn’t. “I’m ready to end this conversation and get out of here.”

				“Sure, because you’re not on the website.”

				Forest shook his head. Clearly he was alone in wanting to end the discussion. Still... “How can you know who’s on it and who isn’t if you can’t get access to it?”

				“I asked Bernadette.”

				“Jay’s secretary?” The thought of his chief financial officer’s assistant spending hours of valuable work time talking about a guy’s size and bank account sent the temperature in Forest’s head spiking.

				“I overheard from my assistant that Bernadette is a member of the website and appears to be sworn to secrecy, but she confirmed that neither of us is on there.” Wen snorted as he drove over a bump and out into the bright sunshine. Light pounded on the front window and the summer heat filled the car. “Some of our associates aren’t so lucky.”

				Forest ignored the steady stream of cars on the street in front of them and the honking of horns as some moron tried to make an illegal left in the middle of rush hour. “I think you need more work to occupy your time. I’ll get on that tonight.”

				“It doesn’t bother you? The site I mean.” Wen glanced over at Forest, then away again. “And I’ve got enough work. But thanks.”

				Everything about the day bothered him. Ryan’s idiocy. The way Ms. McAdam’s hips swayed when she walked, and the fact he kept noticing. “No.”

				“What if one of your dates posts something negative on there? Do you understand what that could do to your social life?”

				That was just about the last thing on Forest’s mind. “I’m fine.”

				“I know you well enough to know you’d tear the city apart if your name goes up on the site.”

				“You assume the information would be negative.”

				Wen barked out a laugh as he turned right and moved into the flow of traffic. “Two hundred bucks says it is.”

				Pissing away money didn’t make sense to Forest, but this was a bet he could win. “Five hundred says it’s not.”

				“Of course, you may get to hold on to your money anyway even if I am right, since we won’t be able to verify what’s on the site to know who wins.”

				“I’ll handle that.”

				Wen’s attention left the traffic for a second only. “You think you can get in?”

				Forest found his first smile of the afternoon. “I know I can.”

				* * *

				AN HOUR LATER, Jordan stood at the breakfast bar separating her kitchen from the small family room of her condo. She kicked off her high heels and nearly groaned in relief when her bare feet hit the cool tile floor. Working from her couch in her yoga pants qualified as the best part of being self-employed. She cursed every minute she had to slip on a suit and three-inch pumps and head outside.

				But she was home now, having dragged her body through waves of humidity on the four-block walk from the metro to the condo. She glanced through the window at the far end of the open room and spied the top of a building on the George Washington University campus two blocks over. She loved living downtown and ten floors up. The lights and the steady hum of life below worked for her.

				When the sun finally went down and the traffic below slowed, she’d throw open her balcony door and plop down on the chair she set up out there. The space spanned only a few feet, but was wide enough for her to lounge with her feet balanced on the metal railing as the D.C. summer heat enveloped her.

				A face appeared in front of her. Blond-haired and entirely too cute to be believed with those big blue eyes. Elle stood there, dressed in comfortable shorts and a sweatshirt, thanks to having the air conditioner cranked up on this hot early-September evening.

				She reached across the counter and grabbed a wineglass and a bottle before taking off for the couch. “How was your day with the urinator?”

				Jordan followed with a glass of her own, because this definitely was a red-wine night and no way was she letting that bottle out of her sight. She also brought the cell phone, because heaven forbid she be without it or not check the site’s stats for more than ten seconds at a time.

				“Ryan refrained from peeing on my desk before I cleaned out and left, so I guess that was a triumph.”

				With an expertise that was impressive for a twenty-two-year-old English-literature grad student, Elle had the bottle open and the wine poured in one grand sweep. “Are you done at that office?”

				“Definitely.” Jordan cradled the glass in her hands and let the rich scent of red wine wind through her and relax each muscle. She sank back into the overstuffed chair and balanced her aching feet on the oversize ottoman that sucked up too much of her eight-hundred-square-foot condo but was too comfortable to give away.

				“Did he play a game of chase you around the desk?”

				The very idea of that made Jordan’s lunch curdle in her stomach. “He was too busy getting his butt handed to him.”

				The glass stopped halfway to Elle’s mouth. “Is that code for something?”

				“Forest Redder.”

				Those blue eyes went all soft as her look turned gooey. “I’ve seen pictures of him in the paper. That guy is delicious.”

				Jordan was withholding judgment and ignoring the fact she’d performed a lengthy internet search on him on her phone on the commute home. “You should meet the live version. Very potent.”

				“Holy shit.” Elle’s voice took on a breathy quality. “You saw him in person?”

				“Saw, talked to.” Jordan dropped her cell on her lap and tipped her head back. Closing her eyes felt good until Forest’s face swam in front of her and she had to open them again. Last thing she needed was a movie of that guy, X-rated or otherwise, running in her head. “Anything on him in the database?”

				“You know there’s not. You have every last scrap collated, double-checked and memorized.”

				And that’s what bugged her. There should be reams of reports on Forest. “There’s no way he sleeps alone.”

				“If not, no one is talking.”

				Jordan sat up a bit straighter and shifted to face Elle. “How is that possible? I know about the guy a building over who likes to wear Spanx under his suit so his stomach looks smaller, so—”

				“How exactly?”

				“—how can I not know about one of the most visible bachelors in the city?”

				Elle swished the liquid around in her glass and shot her wine a naughty little smile. It took a minute for her to run through her entire he’s-hot facial expressions, but she finally got around to her point. “There are rumors.”

				Wait a second.

				Everything inside Jordan stopped. She doubted she had measurable blood flow at the moment. “No way is that guy gay. I’d bet most women hand him their panties when they first meet.”

				Not that the comment applied to Jordan.

				Elle was a neighbor and best friend, despite the four-year age difference. She was also the only person on the planet who knew what happened behind the scenes at Need to Know and about Jordan’s ownership of it. Elle reviewed everything that came in on the site and took care of coding and proofreading. She also did some background checks.

				Right now she looked two seconds away from launching into a serious cross-examination. Elle may have dropped out of law school in favor of something she termed “more Arts and Science-y,” but those killer questioning instincts appeared to be alive and well.

				She curled her legs up under her and leaned on the couch’s armrest. “I think I’m unclear on what kind of meeting this was with Forest. Explain.”

				“The kind where Ryan tried to negotiate, but got outmaneuvered by Forest. The guy barely spoke and still led the discussion and demanded attention.” But Jordan knew that part. It was the private intel on Forest she wanted. “Now back to the rumors.”

				“Confidentiality agreement.”

				Jordan downed a healthy portion of the wine with a hard swallow. “What?”

				“You heard me.”

				“Are you trying to wow me with your legal knowledge?”

				“The rumor is he has his dates, the ones that stick around for anything longer than a few nights, sign a confidentiality agreement.”

				“I... Wait...” Jordan wondered if maybe she drank too fast. “What?”

				Her gaze searched Elle’s face for any sign of amusement, but all Jordan got was a raised eyebrow. When the discussion was just between the two of them, Elle tended to spit out any information she had as fast as she could. She loved the gossip-oriented part of the site. Thrived on it. And Elle had never gotten her facts wrong. Jordan depended on that.

				Still, this sounded insane. “Oh, come on. An agreement?”

				Elle reached for the bottle and refilled Jordan’s glass. “I’m just repeating what I’ve heard.”

				“That’s a level of control bordering on crazy. Like, I want to call him a therapist right now.” Well, maybe take a second to strip him out of that suit jacket first, just to see what he hid under there, but then straight to a therapist. Jordan was comfortable with that order. She wasn’t as happy about how every crumb she collected about Forest intrigued her more, even this bit of weirdness.

				Elle shrugged. “The rich do strange things.”

				“Testify, but what woman would sign an agreement for a dinner date? Is he that special?”

				Elle smiled behind her glass as she rubbed the rim over her lips. “Well, are you still wearing your panties or not?”

				Jordan intended to keep them in place whenever Forest was around, but... “Good point.”

				“Word is he’s dark and mysterious. Maybe a woman is willing to do some out-there things to climb between the sheets with him.”

				Jordan decided her dear friend had a point. “But hire a lawyer to review a legal document?”

				“I guess he likes full command over mattress time.”

				Forest. Bed. Naked. Shoulders.

				Interesting. “Now you’re just trying to make my head to explode.”

				Elle held up her free hand. “Hey, just passing it on. I heard he likes to be in charge in the bedroom.”

				“From?”

				Elle’s glanced drifted toward the television. The same one that was turned off and had been ever since Jordan got home. “Just here and there.”

				Ignoring her vow to forget about Forest almost as soon as she made it, Jordan set her glass down in the coffee table with a clink. “Let me get this straight. We run an anonymous website with hundreds of members, and our sole job is to collect and verify information on the eligible and not-so-eligible but possibly cheating males in the city, and somehow you have information on Forest Redder but no verification to put it on the site.”

				“What do you want me to do? No one is willing to write a status report or file a request for information on him.”

				And that was the key. “Yet. But they will. We’ll get him.”

				Jordan regretted the phrase as soon as she said it. Probably had something to do with the way the light in Elle’s eyes flared. Or the knowing smirk.

				“Are you saying you want more information, maybe for a personal connection?” Suddenly Elle seemed to have no trouble giving her boss-slash-friend full-on eye contact.

				“He’s not my type.” Not totally true, but Jordan hoped it would fly.

				“Hot and sexy with bedroom skills to make a grown woman moan and beg for more is not your type?”

				So, no flying. “I started the site because I wasn’t exactly finding that type of guy.”

				“Burke Landow is an ass.”

				Her most recent ex. Now, there was a subject guaranteed to suck the sexiness out of any conversation. It also had Jordan reaching for her glass again. “Oh, hell yeah. Agreed.”

				“Most men don’t lie about being engaged. He’s not the only type of guy out there.”

				Jordan shot Elle her best are-you-kidding-me frown. “I’m wondering if you’ve read over the Need to Know site lately.”

				“It’s one of my favorite ways to spend an evening.”

				“What about that professor? He had solid reports on the site for charm, but no word on sex. Can you fill in the blanks?” The lack of information on something so vital, the fact no member had made it past a few dinners with the guy, raised Jordan’s antenna. But Elle thought he was cute...never mind that’s how the truly weird ones lured you in.

				“Yeah, there was nothing on sex.”

				“You made it to date three, right? I would think that means you have better things to do at night than read.” When Elle had gone out on the first date, Jordan had felt a tiny kick of jealousy. She wanted to be attracted to the scholarly buttoned-up type, but she had the misfortune of loving a bad-boy streak.

				Now, combine buttoned-up and naughty, and her control went on the fritz. She didn’t know how any sane woman walked by that type without giving a second look.

				Of course, the seeds for her feelings on men were not a secret. She hadn’t spent time in therapy, but she knew. Not that she couldn’t use an expert now and then, but she feared after a few hours of talking about her upbringing she’d need a lifetime pass.

				Her mother liked men. Liked men the way little kids liked cookies. To say mom overindulged would be an understatement. The way Jordan figured it, her front seat to her mom’s dating life should have made her prim or promiscuous. It was a miracle she didn’t head for either extreme.

				“There will not be a fourth date with the professor.” Elle kept her head down and her focus on the stem of her wineglass.

				No eye contact, cryptic—not good signs, so Jordan poked around a little. “Why?”

				Elle smacked her lips together and made a strange sucking sound. “Shaved.”

				Between the noise and the word Jordan decided she missed a sentence. Maybe more than one. “Excuse me?”

				“He doesn’t have any body hair.”

				“You’re saying—”

				“None. I thought he didn’t have hair on his legs because he was a runner, like it was some athlete thing. But, nowhere.”

				The visual image that flashed through Jordan made her a little dizzy in a forget-about-eating kind of way. Also made her wish for a temporary case of blindness. “Wait, you mean, not anywhere on his body? Like, really none.”

				“Yep.”

				And—boom—there was the weirdness thing.

				But for some reason Jordan couldn’t let it go. “Legs, arms and—”

				“Nothing around his dick, either.” Elle started nodding and didn’t stop. “He shaved or waxed his private parts. Head-to-toe smooth like a baby. Try to imagine that.”

				Jordan doubted she’d be able to stop thinking about it. “So, he basically looked like a Ken doll?”

				“With a tiny dick. Exactly.”

				Figures. “How tiny?”

				“I don’t want to talk about him anymore.”

				Jordan understood that. She had a line of forgettable dates behind her, but at least they all had the normal amount of body hair. She never dreamed she’d have to worry about that. Now she would. “Well, congratulations. He tops the guy I dated who stole my underwear.”

				“Since that guy took your bikini bottoms only and a pair at a time, then stored them in a baggie in his freezer, no you still win the Creepy Dude prize.”

				Jordan had blocked the freezer part. Huh, it all came rushing back now. “He was one giant nut bag.”

				“One of many.”

				“You do realize the last three guys I dated can be described as the guy-who-only-talked-about-his-dog, the guy-who-stole-my-underwear and the guy-who-lied-about-being-single.” And how depressing was that list of potential mates? “Maybe I should spend a little more time reading the site before I say yes to a date.”

				“Or maybe a few nights with someone like Forest ‘Hot Between The Sheets’ Redder is the answer to your troubles.”

				No way was Jordan diving into that conversation. She decided to start a new one and hope Elle somehow uncharacteristically came along. “So, did you get all the new status-report information entered?”

				“Are we done with this topic?”

				“I’m not sure how we even started it.”

				Elle nodded in the direction of Jordan’s lap. “Did your mom text today?”

				Jordan scooped up her cell and entered the unlock code. The thing had buzzed three times during the commute home. Jordan tensed as she read the most recent text. The stiffness eased out of her shoulders when she realized this one was G-rated. “She’s going dancing and will text tomorrow with a report.”

				“Lucky you.”

				Not that Jordan had a choice but to hear the after-date tale. Her mom texted every day and overshared. This week the topic was a guy named Lin. He’d taken her to the Bahamas to relax, though why her mom needed rest was a mystery. She didn’t work, unless you counted hunting down new men to marry as a job, which her mom did.

				Elle gripped the armrest now. “Back up a second.”

				“I don’t want to think about the Ken doll, or my mom, or my mom with a Ken doll.” The last one made Jordan want to discontinue her phone service.

				“Forest. You’re saying you’re never going to see him again?”

				“Not unless I get a temp job in his office or otherwise need to confirm a report, which sounds like—with all his rules—can only happen with the approval of the Supreme Court.”

				“Think of working with him as an opportunity for desk sex.” Elle smiled as she said it.

				Jordan knew she’d have that on her brain all night now. “Back to work.”

				“Did you bring me dinner?”

				Finally, a safe topic. No men, no mom, no underwear and no hair. “Already ordered. After all, we’re celebrating.”

				“What?”

				That one was easy. “Me never having to work for, let alone think about, Ryan Peterson again.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Subject Request for Nick Asher: Rumor is he likes to get drunk and pick up bridesmaids, even if he’s not invited to a wedding. Anyone have any information? —Member 339

				



				Need to Know admin staff: Pending.

				



				EARLY SATURDAY EVENING Jordan stood at the open bar and drank a silent toast to the bride, the newly minted Elizabeth Savory-West. Jordan could almost picture the personalized stationery. It would probably be in the same bright pink as the bridesmaids’ dresses.

				Jordan had a harder time figuring out the bride, since Jordan had never actually met her. She stood now and watched Elizabeth swish around in her fluffy white dress, surrounded by tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of pink and white roses and her thirteen bridesmaids. Because that was a rational number. Jordan could barely come up with thirteen people she’d want at her wedding, never mind acting as bridesmaids.

				She scanned the Highwater Observatory, the fancy room housing the reception. It was one of three ballrooms at the tony hotel on the edge of Georgetown. Jordan had to fight the urge to grab her phone and figure out how much the room rental cost. Something with skylights and “observatory” in its name couldn’t be cheap. Add in the paneled mahogany ceiling, glitzy chandeliers and rich golden fabrics and you had a very expensive few hours of dancing and cake.

				She didn’t know one person in the room. That’s what happened when you crashed a wedding to scope out a groomsman. Word was Nick Asher enjoyed sleeping with bridesmaids—any bridesmaid—and sometimes skulked around weddings looking for sex partners. Sex, as in having it, then sneaking out before the hotel-room bill was paid.

				He was a real classy guy, this Nick. Just went to show money couldn’t buy manners.

				Right now she watched him move, circling a petite brunette and following her as she walked out the towering doors to the terrace. Jordan guessed it was time she got some fresh air, as well. She pivoted around one of the fancy columns at one end of the room and came eye-to-mouth with a guy.

				At least it was a hot mouth, and the rest of the face...well, damn.

				“How do you know Bitsy?” Forest stood there, dressed like James Bond, all sleek in a tux that fit him as if some dude stripped Forest naked and measured him for it.

				Jordan felt all the blood leave her head. It had to be a reaction to the impressive outfit. No way was she responding to him. “What?”

				“Bitsy.”

				Clearly the rushing sound in her ears drowned out part of the conversation. “Is that a person or a thing?”

				“She’s the bride.”

				Jordan decided this would teach her not to do more investigation on the bride and groom before crashing a wedding. She’d gotten a tip about Nick being a groomsman and showed up without any planning. It was a hotel, after all. Not exactly a security-protected event.

				But none of that solved the six-foot-something problem in front of her. Damn, she couldn’t see anything past Forest’s broad shoulders. That couldn’t be normal.

				She waved her hand and gave a chuckle. “Oh, sure. Bitsy.”

				He shifted as he folded his arms over his chest. “No one calls her that.”

				Shifty bastard. “Why did you?”

				“To see if you knew her or were even invited to this event.”

				“What makes you think I’m not supposed to be here?” Other than that being the truth, of course.

				“You’re not talking to anyone.”

				Jordan snorted before she could stop it. “So?”

				He put his palm against the column behind her head and leaned in. “You were hiding behind the post and ducked when the bride walked by. You’re not giving anyone eye contact and I haven’t seen you talk or eat or even sit down, probably because you don’t have an assigned seat.”

				“Yeah, that’s not creepy or anything.”

				“What?”

				“Your stalking problem.”

				The corner of his mouth lifted but just as quickly flatlined again. “You’re not exactly engaged in normal wedding-guest behavior.”

				“Clearly you don’t go to many weddings.” Jordan had been to seven for her mother alone, so she considered herself a bit of an expert. And, really, hiding was the only way to get through them.

				He held out his hand. “Okay, let’s see your seat-placement card.”

				He sounded ridiculous saying that, but she bit back a laugh, mostly because of the ball of anxiety racing up her throat to choke her. “Were you invited?”

				A young girl barreled by them and knocked into Jordan. The girl was off with a muttered apology. Jordan’s balance took a bit longer to settle out.

				With quick reflexes, Forest reached for her arm and pulled her closer to his side even as the fingers stayed wrapped around her elbow. “Elizabeth’s father works in my accounting department.”

				“Well, of course he does.” All of these rich, powerful folks knew each other. It was some weird exclusive club where admittance required stacks of cash.

				Jordan decided right then she was the unluckiest person alive. First she buys a condo and gets laid off from the law firm the next week. Now, this. Him.

				Her cell buzzed in her purse, reminding her of the one other problem she dealt with on a daily basis. Her mother and her active social life. The same mother who had just been dumped in the Bahamas by a guy named Lin after he found her searching through his wallet.

				Mom thought he overreacted, because she was only checking his identification. But she did snag two twenties from the guy’s wallet “to teach him a lesson” or something like that. Now she was in the resort lobby, trying to find a new “friend” or she’d need airfare to get back home.

				Jordan dreaded the call and the possibility of having to send more money, but when her mom called, Jordan answered. Not having a dad, her mom was all she had.

				Keeping the stalling to a minimum, Jordan held up a finger and opened her small bag. She grabbed the phone and scanned the lines of text. Looked like Mom landed on her feet. Again.

				Forest glanced at the cell. “Everything okay?”

				“My mother.”

				He frowned. “Is she in trouble?”

				The explanation would take hours and Jordan would need many glasses of wine to get through it, so she went for a shortcut. “She’s on a date with a man named Felix.”

				“Is that good?”

				That should be a simple question, but almost nothing was simple when it came to Gloria Winchester. “For Felix?”

				Forest’s frown deepened. “What?”

				“We’ll have to see what Felix thinks a week from now.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“Not important.” Jordan dropped the phone inside and snapped the purse shut again. “You were telling me how you know everyone in town. Please continue.”

				“Speaking of mothers.” He nodded at an older woman across the room standing next to the wedding cake. She wore a sleek gray dress and had her hair swept in an updo.

				Jordan had no clue who she was, either. “Were we?”

				“We can go say hello to the mother of the bride,” he said.

				The music played and people danced. A few others roamed around the tables and gathered by the uncut cake. Jordan blocked it all in an attempt to sound as if she belonged here. “I’ve never met her parents.”

				With a hand still on Jordan’s upper arm, Forrest swung around and pointed to the bride as she smoothed her hand over her bump of a stomach again and again. “To Elizabeth then.”

				If Jordan’s suspicions were correct, the potentially pregnant Elizabeth. “She’s busy.”

				His fingers clenched against her arm. Not tight and not threatening. To others he probably looked loving. To Jordan it sent a clear do-not-move signal.

				He stood close enough for his breath to brush across her cheek. “I will wait here and run through every member of the wedding party until you admit you crashed this event.”

				The closeness. His scent. It all combined to suck air out of her lungs. She had no idea what that was about. Sure, on the surface the guy looked good. Probably even had the normal amount of body hair. She could admit to him being objectively non-ugly, but she knew better than to think his looks provided any insight into the rest of him. Personal experience had taught her all about his type and that should kill any appeal.

				Should.

				“I was next door and came over to see the room. A friend is thinking of having a wedding here,” she said, reaching for another lie.

				“Who?” His hand brushed up and down her arm this time.

				The mix of the demanding tone and soft caress messed with her head, but she stayed on track. “How is that your business?”

				“Ms. McAdam—”

				What little air she managed to force into her body all seeped out again. She actually felt her shoulders slump. “How do you know my name?”

				“Does that scare you?” He seemed far too happy about that possibility.

				Shithead. “Of course not.”

				“Dance with me.”

				Oh, hell no. She was wheezing and stuttering and there were still a few inches of space between them. Getting closer? Not a good idea. Not when her usual common sense appeared to stumble in his presence.

				“I’m fine here,” she said, feeling the exact opposite of fine.

				“I insist.”

				There was demanding and there was jerky. Only the smooth delivery and dark good looks kept this guy on the right side of the line. Just barely. “Does that bossy thing usually work for you?”

				“Almost always.” This time his mouth hovered over her ear as he nodded to the woman headed right for them in the big white dress. “Look, there’s Elizabeth. Ready to say hello?”

				Jordan turned, edging her back toward the bride and angling Forest toward the mass of swaying people. “Fine, one dance.”

				A few steps and she went into his arms. A palm pressed low on her back and the fingers of his other hand entwined with hers. His firm yet gentle touch and the mint on his breath had the tension across her shoulders easing. His steps were sure, as if he danced around his office each night.

				Knowing his upbringing, Jordan assumed he’d gone to cotillions and polo matches and a bunch of other rich-kid things. With or without lessons, the guy knew how to hold a woman.

				Damn him.

				Forest looked down at her. “Are you still working for Ryan Peterson?”

				She fought off a nasty shiver at the appalling thought. “It was a temp position and is over.”

				“You sound torn up about that.” Forest guided her around the floor and away from the more obvious flailing couples out there who stomped and turned and took up more than their fair share of dance-floor space.

				“He’s a little...” Jordan searched for a word that didn’t start with ass. “I’ll say different.”

				Forest treated her to a huge smile. “What about that the thing where he calls himself Ryan?”

				“Right? What is that?” She tightened her hand on Forest’s shoulder. A sexy warmth radiated off him, inviting her to trace his muscles with her palm. She beat back that temptation with an invisible stick.

				“He has the maturity of a ten-year-old,” Forest said.

				“You’re being kind.”

				Forest pulled her in closer. Only a whisper of air separated their bodies and his lips pressed close to her hair and couples passed by them. “Where do you go next?”

				The steady beat and gentle sway mesmerized her. It took a second for the words to come together in her head.

				She still didn’t get it.

				She pulled back and searched his ridiculously handsome face for the answer. “What?”

				“Your next temp job.” He led them to an open space on the dance floor and put his back to the crowd. “I’m assuming your office gives you a new assignment as the old one finishes.”

				For a second she forgot why she was even at the wedding and what she was supposed to be doing. Hunting down information and providing it to others was her real job and, as predicted, being close to Forest messed up her thinking...a lot. “Yes, but I have the week off.”

				“Are you looking for full-time employment?” His gaze dipped to her mouth and lingered there. “If so, I could pass your name on to my human resources department.”

				A vision screamed through her head. Her straddling him on his big leather chair for that desk sex Elle referenced. And the sex would be great. Jordan would bet all the money in her savings account on that.

				But the vision blinked out as quickly as it had appeared when she realized his offer ventured a bit too close to her mother’s M.O. of getting close to men in exchange for money and engagement rings. She’d known this guy for about ten minutes and he was offering her a job. He didn’t mention strings, but there were always strings. Her mom taught her that.

				The whole scene made Jordan wonder if she did inherit the using-men gene after all. Still, he was a temptation....

				She glanced around, trying to see if anyone noticed the sudden heat on her cheeks. Backing up came a second later. She needed to keep her chest from pressing against his and wondered when The Longest Song in History was going to be over so she could dash out of there. “You don’t even know me.”

				“I figure anyone who could work for Ryan without dropkicking him out the window has some skills.”

				She thought that should be a résumé line, as well. “That’s an interesting employee threshold you have there.”

				“You could say I have a gift for reading people.”

				This guy knew how to say just the right thing at the right time to throw her off. It was as if he reeled her in and then tried to shock her. Maybe she should thank him for the wake-up call, but she was more concerned over this supposed superpower he claimed to have. “Really? What do you think you know about me?”

				He looked her up and down, as if sizing her up. “Intelligent enough not to blow your temp job and strong enough to refrain from telling Ryan to get his head out of his ass, though that had to be tempting.”

				Relief crashed into her. Nothing to do with Need to Know or checking into her background. She could handle this. “All true.”

				“I’m thinking you’re a little down on your employment luck.”

				Well, now, she didn’t care for that at all. She glanced down at her royal blue sheath. “Is that a comment on the dress?”

				“Definitely not. You look spectacular. Certainly impressive enough to turn heads and get offers, but not so out of the park with a flashy red dress or something similar that would stick in everyone’s minds if they played the ‘who was the lady in that dress’ game later.”

				That was exactly the look she was going for, but still. “How romantic.”

				“I think it’s all carefully crafted. You know how good you look and how to dress and picked a step away from all-out smokin’ on purpose, but I have no doubt it’s easy for you to get there fast.” The heat in his eyes mirrored his words.

				She blocked out the good parts and went with her new insight into his personality. “I’m guessing you think everyone is always working an angle.”

				His hand swept over her shoulder. “Aren’t they?”

				Time for a surge of self-protective control.

				She stepped back again, shutting down all possibility of touching his impressive body even as she memorized how he felt for when she was alone in her bed tonight with Mr. Fancy. “The song is over.”

				“Well, Ms. McAdam, we have a few options.” He nodded toward the reception area outside the ballroom and the hotel beyond. “For one, you could join me for a drink.”

				Or she could run like hell. “I don’t think that’s a great idea.”

				“Ms. McAdam—”

				A thought flashed in her brain. “What’s my first name?”

				His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

				She put a finger behind her ear and leaned toward him. “Hmm?”

				He actually treated her to a little bow. “Touché.”

				For some reason the idea of this in-control dude not knowing her full name tickled her. So did the little-boy-caught-doing-something-naughty look on his face. “Meaning?”

				“I was never given your first name.”

				Score one for strong women everywhere. He might demand a confidentiality agreement, but he had to know the woman’s name first.

				“Then, Forest, it would seem you really don’t know everything.”

				The expression morphed back into confident businessman. “But I could find out. I thrive on a challenge.”

				Okay, that sounded more like the half-bossy, all-demanding guy she expected. It must have killed him to admit he didn’t know something, but he sure never came off as weak.

				Which meant it was time to run. “I’m going to take myself out of this game and leave.”

				“Do you think that will stop me from finding out your name?”

				Her legs refused to move. “You’re sounding creepy again.”

				“You know you have the control. I appreciate women and know what the word no means.”

				She long ago learned not to take men at their word for that sort of thing. “If you say so.”

				“Ask around.”

				She was. She did. No one said anything bad or anything at all. “What makes you think I’m interested?”

				“Call it a hunch.” He winked at her. “Until next time, Ms. McAdam.”

				Then he was gone.
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				FOREST SAT AT his desk and turned his pen end over end, tapping each tip against the desk blotter as he stared at the note he made at the end of last week’s chain of phone calls—Jordan McAdam. Exactly five days after leaving the wedding, he discovered her full name. Getting her attention took another four days of planning, but today was the day.

				He arrived at the office just after seven and two hours later he knew where she went to college, her job history and her current address. The receptionist at Jordan’s temp agency switched from chatty to oversharing without much prodding. Forest made a mental note to warn Jordan about that issue.

				He spun his chair and stared out over the Potomac River through the wall of windows behind his desk. From his office on the Georgetown waterfront, he could glance to his left and see the famous Watergate and look across to Virginia. Expensive real estate in a historically protected former warehouse turned sought-after office building. Forest knew every inch of the place because he’d developed the property, leaving the top floor of the four-story structure for Redder Investments headquarters and carving out the best view dead in the middle for himself.

				With all the information and resources at his disposal, he’d expected to locate Jordan sooner. He refused to see the unexpected delay as failure. It wasn’t as if he could ask Ryan what service he used to hire his office temp, though the guy did call often enough. Basically, every single day. He’d started with begging and now had entered the threatening phase. Not exactly a tactic that worked with Forest.

				A sharp knock had Forest turning his chair around again in time to see Wen stroll in. He shut the door behind him while performing the same combination of frowning and head shaking he’d perfected more than fifteen years ago as captain of their prep-school lacrosse team.

				Forest didn’t find it any less annoying now. “Problem?”

				The frown deepened as Wen walked over and unbuttoned his suit jacket. He dropped down into the chair on the other side of the desk a second later. “You forget to tell me something?”

				“You probably need to be more specific.” But Forest knew. His plan depended on Wen, even though Wen didn’t know that yet.

				“I have an office temp sitting outside my door this morning.”

				So, Jordan had risen to the challenge. Forest expected as much. Still, a wave of satisfaction spilled through him and he didn’t try to beat it back. “Yes.”

				“Care to tell me why?”

				Forest wasn’t really prone to explaining his actions, not even to his best friend of more than twenty years. He didn’t plan to start now. “No.”

				“Let’s try it this way.” Wen exhaled and the chair creaked as he eased it into a balance on the back two legs. “My assistant has been assigned to some sort of project that, up until twenty minutes ago, I’d never heard of, which is strange since I’m a VP here.”

				Forest glared at said VP until the front legs of the chair hit the carpet again. Then Forest jumped back into the conversation, or more appropriately, waded in, since he didn’t go in very far. “True.”

				“Did I miss a meeting?”

				“No.”

				Wen rolled his eyes. “You care to explain what’s going on? Maybe use more than a one-word answer this time.”

				“Not really.” Forest couldn’t help but smile as he fired that one off.

				The tension that had been building on his friend’s side of the desk whooshed right out again when Wen started laughing. “Smartass.”

				Forest sat back, prepared to duck any questions Wen lobbed his way. “As I’ve told you for years, I’d rather be a smartass than a dumbass.”

				“I’ll refrain from responding to that,” Wen said. “But, really, what the hell is going on?”

				The man was entitled to an explanation, edited as it may be. “Penny is working with the design team for the next week. She has the background and I know she’d eventually like to make the leap into that department, planning interiors and all that. I thought this might be a good time for her to try.”

				“Interesting.” Wen’s smile didn’t falter. If anything, it became more pronounced.

				Forest didn’t care for that at all. “Is it?”

				“Please, don’t let me stop you.” Wen swept his hand out in an exaggerated flourish. “Keep providing this illuminating explanation.”

				Yeah, not good at all. “With Penny gone, you needed a temporary assistant.”

				“And?”

				“That’s it. Now I’ve explained.” Forest brushed a nonexistent piece of lint off his sleeve to signal his general disinterest in the conversation.

				“You skipped over the biggest part of your riveting tale.”

				Forest’s head came up. Yeah, Wen’s stupid smile hadn’t slipped an inch. At times like these Forest wished Wen didn’t know him so well.

				Wen finally shook his head. “You’re annoying as hell today.”

				“Feel free to leave. You might want to take a look at the title on the door as your ass hits the hallway.”

				“So, this is about Jordan.”

				Jordan? Since when did Wen call her Jordan? She’d been in the office less than an hour. “Excuse me?”

				“You think I didn’t notice you drooling over her back in Ryan’s office?” Wen scoffed. “I’ve seen you in action with women, including girlfriends and your fiancée.”

				“Former fiancée.” Stella was very much an ex and would remain that way forever unless he lost his mind, and even then Forest had left orders for Wen to shoot him first.

				“Point is, I know the look. You saw Jordan and your antenna went up.”

				“Now, there’s a disturbing image.” Almost as annoying as the thing where Wen kept calling Jordan by her first name.

				“Imagine how I feel having to watch you.”

				“All I did was get you a temp.”

				Wen’s eyebrow inched up. “You did? Last I checked, you barely know my assistant’s name.”

				Damn it. “Human Resources did.”

				“Uh-huh. And the temp in question just happens to the very hot brunette we met at Ryan’s office a week ago.”

				Forest waved that one off. “Coincidence.”

				“Yeah, stick with that response. It’s totally believable.”

				“She needed a position and we had one open.” Never mind the fact she turned down the position the first time HR made the request to her agency last Friday. It wasn’t until Forest personally called and insisted on Jordan—like, pointed out any use of the temp agency in the future depended on this assignment being filled as requested—that she suddenly became available.

				He could hardly wait to hear how Jordan’s office made that happen and what they promised Jordan to get her to show up today. And he would, because he intended to spend some time getting to know Jordan.

				He had no idea what it was about her that tugged so hard at him. The D.C. metro area wasn’t exactly at a loss for pretty brunettes with shapely legs. But this one caught his attention in a way that kicked his ass. He hadn’t expected it and sure didn’t want it.

				He blamed the wedding setting. Something about seeing her there, skulking around and evading questions, intrigued him. So did the fit of her body against his when they danced.

				The way the energy thrummed off her and fire lit in her eyes as they exchanged verbal jabs. So fucking hot.

				No doubt she would be wild in the bed. He could sense it. He sure as hell had played a fictional movie of it in his head enough times over the past week. Those legs wrapped around his waist and—

				“In other words, you wanted to see her naked, so you stuck her in my office space.”

				Forest almost jumped out of his chair when Wen’s voice screeched through his thoughts. It took two throat clearings before Forest trusted his voice. “What did you just say?”

				“You do not want her here for business. Well, not Redder Investments business. Personal business.”

				“If that were true, I would have put her outside my door as my temp. Close to me in my private office suite.” And the idea did have merit.

				“No, you’re more subtle than that.”

				In this case, just barely. “Not usually.”

				“So, you don’t mind if I ask her out.”

				The words bounced off the cherry bookshelves lining the wall. It took a second for the noise pounding in his head to die down, and a few minutes longer for Forest to wrestle the heat burning through him back under control. “She works for you, so yes. I would mind. She is off-limits because I’d prefer not to be sued.”

				Wen barked out a laugh. “Damn, I’ve never seen you this transparent before.”

				Forest had more than enough of Wen’s amusement for one day. “And you should get back to your office before I find someone else to fill it.”

				“I agree.” Wen stood and rolled his shoulders back, generally making a show of heading out.

				Forest knew that battle ended too easy, and when Wen spun around again, Forest hated being right. “Damn,” he mumbled under his breath.

				“I’m just wondering how long it will be before you make up a reason to come visit me today.”

				“I do own the company.” Though, at the moment Forest didn’t feel as if he was in charge of anything.

				“But you’ve never used it as a dating service before.”

				“I’m not now.” But the comment struck a little too close for Forest’s liking.

				This was not about finding a date. This was about getting to the heart of the mystery that was Jordan. And if that included sex—and it better or he might lose his mind—that was just a bonus.

				Wen’s stupid smile came roaring back. “I’m betting I see you by noon.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Subject Request for Wen Strong: Is his ladies’-man reputation for real? —Member 71

				



				Response from Member 9: Dated him last year. He’s smart, charming and amazing in the sack. He also heaves at the thought of commitment. Sex—yes. Anything serious—no.

				



				JORDAN SENSED HIM before she saw him. People buzzed in and out of the double doors of the executive suite all day. She’d spent hours answering the phone, scheduling and copying the information Wen needed for this and that, all while watching out for Forest.

				The entrance to his Big Boy private office sat directly across from her on the other side of an open lounge area. He’d stepped out several times to head for other offices and a conference room off to her right. He never looked her way. Never came over. Never went into the office behind her to see Wen.

				But all that was about to change.

				She spied Forest’s charcoal-colored suit as he stepped into the lounge and headed her way. He walked with his head down and fiddled with his watch. The movements were brisk and determined...and when he lifted his head and pinned her with his green-eyed gaze, a rough breath shook her chest.

				She blamed the reaction on the strange case of bouncing nerves she’d had since the temp office called with this assignment for the first time last Friday. First of three times. Seemed her presence had been specifically “requested” by someone on Redder’s HR team.

				Yeah, right. More likely that she got in the last word with the guy before she left the wedding and it gnawed at him until he tracked her down.

				Because that wasn’t nuts or anything.

				Either way, he’d won because her temp coordinator threatened to keep her off any other assignments if she said no. For now, she needed the position. It provided her with extra cash and the perfect ruse to collect information for Need to Know.

				But there were other temp agencies in town, and Jordan would find one as soon as this job ended, but she would not be run out thanks to Forest. She’d leave on her own terms—ticked off and spitting mad for being pushed around—and not look back.

				Speaking of looking, this time he didn’t duck or ignore her. He walked straight for her desk, never breaking eye contact. He’d somehow managed to clear the place out as he moved, because the busy activity dropped away and people disappeared, leaving behind just the two of them.

				He’d waited until almost five o’clock to wander over and make his stand. Whatever control game they were playing, he seemed to be winning it. She hated that.

				He stopped right in front of her, all big and imposing, and treated her to a curt nod. “Ms. McAdam.”

				The deep voice rumbled around her. She had no idea how he made it echo and bounce, but it left her a little breathless. “Mr. Redder.”

				He didn’t budge as he nodded in the direction of the closed door behind her. “Is your boss in?”

				“Wen?”

				If possible, Forest’s mouth flattened even further. “You can call him Mr. Strong.”

				Looked like Mr. Tall, Dark and Demanding preferred to draw a bright line between management and staff. That matched with his overbearing, suck-the-air-out-of-the-room personality.

				The guy certainly knew how to suck the interest right out of her...almost.

				“He said to call him Wen,” she pointed out.

				“And the second Wen owns the place, he can make that decision. Until then—”

				“You’re in charge.” Yeah, she got it. Forest didn’t exactly allow for gray areas.

				“Exactly.”

				She shifted in her chair, keeping her legs tight together to keep her foot from tapping, and her fingers linked to stop any fidgeting. Something about him had her insides jumping and a soft fuzz slipping over her brain.

				Usually the buttoned-up suit implied a certain personality type. One she wanted to avoid as much as possible—alpha, annoying, desperate to move up the ladder and looking for a quick lay. She’d tried that type and gotten smothered under a pile of lies.

				Forest appeared to be the exception. She wanted the package—all six-feet, put together, commanding presence of him—to repel her. That wasn’t happening. Maybe if he kept talking that would do it. It wasn’t as if she was doing all that great with the other male types. Then there was the issue of the bad-boy streak she sensed running under Forest’s surface. Yeah, if she tapped into that, her control could be a problem.

				“And no,” she said, picking up a lost thread to the conversation. It was either that or let her mind wander, and danger lingered in that direction.

				He frowned down at her. “Excuse me?”

				“Mr. Strong is still not back from his two-thirty appointment.”

				Still, Forest didn’t move. He stood there with those broad shoulders blocking her view and dimming the lights around her. Another neat trick.

				She knew she had a few choices. She could play it cool, ignore him and hope the weird uptick in her heart rate that happened whenever she saw him soon knocked it off. She could walk out and not come back, which was damn tempting. Or she could hit the unspoken issue zapping between them head-on.

				Since she had nothing to lose, she went with the third option. “May I speak with you a minute?”

				His face went blank. “Sure.”

				“In private.”

				A smile twitched at the edge of his mouth, then disappeared. Looked like Forest already marked this round in his “win” column. Honestly, the size of his ego astounded her.

				He gestured toward the closed door. “We can use Wen’s office.”

				She preferred an open space. Private or not, locked rooms spelled trouble. Still, no way was she backing down from this fight, not when she pretty much started it this time around. “If you insist.”

				“I do.”

				Before common sense could step up and slap her, she slid out of her chair and grabbed her cell. She needed it nearby because it sounded as if the Mom—Felix connection had already taken a nosedive. This week’s love troubles almost made Jordan wish she could forbid her mom from leaving the country.

				Jordan walked the few steps to Wen’s private office. She could feel Forest’s presence behind her as she opened the door, not touching, but just inside her comfort zone. His scent wrapped around her and his reflection cut through the Georgetown skyline mirrored on the wall of windows behind Wen’s desk.

				She took in the plush leather chair and thick carpet. The space was done in blue, as if to match the painting to her left and its splashes of color. It looked like a mishmash of streaks to her, but she guessed it cost more than all the furniture in her condo combined.

				Rather than spend more time admiring the décor, she launched into her verbal attack the second she heard the door click shut behind them. She spun around and her balance faltered when she saw a short three feet spanning the distance between them. Man, the guy snuck up without making a noise.

				But she needed to focus. Smelling him was not going to make that happen. “What is this about?”

				His face tightened in a frown. “Excuse me?”

				“Tell me why I’m here.”

				Forest folded his arms across his chest. “You wanted to talk with me.”

				He just never stopped testing. “You know what I mean. In your building. Working for you.”

				“You don’t technically work for me.”

				The man could make a nun reach for the nearest weapon. “You’re parsing that line pretty thin, aren’t you?”

				Forest exhaled then, in the way men did when they found women tiresome. “Wen needed a temp and you appeared to be out of work, so I thought the fit made sense.”

				Forest even gave her eye contact as he lied his impressive butt off. Nice try. “Even after our conversation at the wedding and my comments about not wanting the job, you talked to someone at my company and demanded I be the one to take this position.”

				“I asked for you.”

				She wondered if he knew they were saying the same thing. Seemed his asking sounded a lot like ordering and she’d bet he was well aware how people jumped at his serious tone. “My temp coordinator threatened to fire me because of your call.”

				His arms dropped to his sides as a bit of his stern control slipped. “What?”

				Huh, that almost looked real. “Fired.”

				“You’re serious?”

				She shifted until a few more inches separated them. Not that it helped. She needed an entire football field of distance to keep her wits around this man. “What’s the end game here, Forest? Or am I required to call you Mr. Redder, since you’re the Big Boss?”

				“Oh, I definitely want to hear you say Forest when we’re alone.” His voice changed. Actually dropped and roughened as it licked at her senses.

				Whoa.

				“Let’s go back to the part where—”

				“Yes.” Pivoting away from the sound of his voice and the way it made her stomach do a strange little dance was a good idea. She needed focus and to tap into that deep well of anger inside her. She shifted until she stood at the side of Wen’s desk with Forest in front of it. “Fired, Forest. I had to obey your command or risk losing my job.”

				He held up his hand in what looked like a pledge. “Okay, wait a second. The firing part was not on the table.”

				“Sure sounded like it to me. Probably because the coordinator actually used the word fired.”

				The skin pulled taut over Forest’s cheeks and stress showed in every line of his face. “I never threatened that and would never threaten that. You were supposed to be offered a bonus for taking this assignment.”

				As soon as the flicker of positive feeling ignited in her consciousness, it vanished again. With this guy’s help, she could easily turn into her mother. A bonus here, a television there. Find a guy, grab the heirloom diamond and head for a quickie wedding in Vegas before the fighting started. Jordan had lived through that cycle too many times to get sucked into it now.

				Forest did this and the temptation to kick him in the shins hit her hard enough to knock her breathless. “So, you’re paying for extra services now, like I’m some sort of special on the menu?”

				“No way am I saying yes to that.” He rested his fingertips against the desktop.

				She tore her gaze away as soon as she realized the gentle tap of his fingers mesmerized her. “That’s smart, because you know what that sounds like, right?”

				His hand flattened with a thud. “None of this is coming out right.”

				“No kidding.”

				“One more time.” He made a dramatic scene with a loud exhale. “Because it was last minute, and because I was insisting, I said I would pay more and your boss said she would pass that on to you. That’s it.”

				If he was making it up as he talked, he managed to sound pretty convincing. Still, the heavy-handed thing needed work. “Uh-huh.”

				He shook his head as he took off again. In two steps he met her at the side of the desk and stared down into her eyes. “Look, I’ll talk to your boss. Straighten all of it out.”

				The grim expression, the body language—it all struck her as the actions of a man struggling with a smack of guilt and need to atone. She might have found the whole scene a bit more chivalrous if he hadn’t been the one to cause the mess in the first place.

				Her cell picked that minute to buzz. She tightened her fist around the plastic and felt it dig into her palm. For a second she thought about ignoring it.

				Forest’s gaze bounced from her hand to her face. “Do you need to get that?”

				“It’s my mother.”

				“How can you tell?”

				With a few swipes of her thumb, Jordan verified the sender. Saw something about needing money to rent a yacht and looked up again. “It’s almost always my mother. Sometimes friends. Every now and then a date. But usually my mother.”

				His shoulders tensed. “Date?”

				“That was a general statement.” And why she felt the need to point that out she had no idea. It would be better if he thought she was taken. That might kill off whatever odd attraction kept zapping between them.

				Of course, with her luck, he might be the need-to-steal-her-away type. Jordan’s least-favorite type on the planet after the hairless asshole who stole bikini underwear, if there was such a combination type and she guessed there was.

				“Well, is she okay?” Forest asked.

				Jordan loved her mom, but there was just no way to answer that one quickly. “Depends on your definition.”

				“Excuse me?”

				She noticed he liked that phrase. “She thinks she prefers Felix’s friend John to Felix.”

				Forest shook his head. “Should I know what that means?”

				“I’m not all that thrilled I know.”

				“We seem to be having a communication issue.”

				As far as she could see they had a much bigger problem. Even at this distance she could feel the heat of his body and pull of something inside him tugging at her. “You know what this is about, right?”

				“The ‘this’ is what in that sentence?”

				Because the guy couldn’t say “huh” like everyone else on the planet. He had to add ten extra words. “The chase.”

				He blew out a long breath. The head shaking came a second later. “Okay, I thought I’d caught up, but you lost me again.”

				“You have a certain reputation with women.” She took a step back and her thigh slammed into the edge of Wen’s desk chair. A harsh breath hissed through her teeth as pain spiraled to her hip. But when Forest reached out for her, she shook her head. “I’m fine.”

				“You sure?”

				The man was all but chasing her around the desk, kind of proving her argument, but she decided not to point that out. “Don’t try to throw me off. We’re talking about your reputation.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Which is?”

				Sex God. “You get the women you go after.”

				“Where did you hear that?”

				Like she was going to stroke his ego and repeat all the gossip. “Doesn’t matter.”

				His head rolled to the side as he groaned. “Damn it, not that stupid site.”

				“Uh...” The brakes slammed on in her brain. “What?”

				“You think this is a game to me?”

				“Go back to the website comment.”

				He shook his head. “Answer the question first.”

				Need warred with curiosity. He’d mentioned Need to Know, not by name, but she got the idea, and she wanted to double back and poke around there. See what he knew and assumed. Her defenses rose as fast as her urge to stick up for all her hard work. But she continued to fight for focus. “I’m a challenge to you.”

				The smile came out of nowhere. So did his hands. One skimmed over her shoulder to the side of her face. “You are that.”

				She never thought he’d admit it. And the touching...not good. Not when her defenses against this guy, maddening and bossy and all, were stuck on permanent sputter. Hell, one caress and her insides took off on a spell of shivery nonsense.

				Just the thought of that had her anger spiking again. “You thought you could spin me right off that wedding dance floor and into bed, and since that didn’t work you’re making a second run.”

				Her hand went to his with the intention of pushing him away. That pushing thing didn’t happen. She just stood there, hand on his, engaging in a staring contest that had her heart hammering hard enough to echo in her ears.

				His gaze searched her face and he leaned in closer. “You should see someone about your low self-esteem.”

				Right, she was the one with the confidence problem.

				“I left without falling into your arms and now you’re sniffing around.” She meant to yell the observation, but it came out as a breathy whisper.

				“So, now I’m a dog in this scenario?”

				The laughter in his voice brought that kicking instinct winging back. She broke the contact then, ducking away from his hand and ignoring the warm tingle in her skin from where he’d touched her.

				Anger. Yes, that was the only way to ensure her skirt stayed down and his lips stayed over there. “You’re interested because you heard no from a woman and you expected to hear yes.”

				Forget that he hadn’t actually spelled out his interest and she hadn’t actually said no. She’d run from that dance floor. Found her purse, grabbed it and kept moving until she hit the parking garage. Between the banter and the pressure of his palm against her back during that dance, her control had teetered and stupidity loomed. She’d almost said yes to that drink, and that “almost” panicked her.

				She’d made a vow months ago—no more D.C. power elite types. Ignore the impressive ties and the sweet talk and unbury the truth so other women wouldn’t go through what she had. If men lied, women had to arm themselves. She wanted to lead the way on that charge and her site could offer that protection. Not only for her, but for other women—even the ones like her mother who fell for a series of men with big bank accounts, moving from relationship to relationship and failing at every one of them.

				But hard as she tried, she couldn’t manage to shove Forest into the forget-’em category.

				Even now he closed in, until the tips of his polished shoes touched her scuffed ones. “For the record, I was interested long before the wedding.”

				Her stomach took off on another flip-flopping extravaganza. She backed up until she stood behind Wen’s desk chair this time. She balanced her hands against the top for leverage.

				“We’ve met exactly twice.” And then there was the part where she wasn’t his type. No money, no power, no country clubs to her name.

				“The first time was enough for me to know.”

				No way was she letting that comment derail her or asking for clarification. “Are you denying the love of the chase?”

				“If you’re right that this is all about winning you, we should take care of that right now. Experiment with a little catching, so I can show you the chase is not all I’m after.” But he didn’t move. He stood there, as if willing her to come to him.

				No way was that happening. But much more time with the door closed and she’d have to climb over the desk to keep from touching him.

				And refraining was the right move. She sensed that to her bones. “You think I’m going to have sex with you in Wen’s office just so you can work me out of your system?”

				The door shut with a crack. “I’m really hoping the answer to that question is no, or there will not be enough bleach in the world to get me back in that chair.”

				She hadn’t even realized anyone came in until she peeked around Forest and stared into her temporary boss’s eyes, bright with amusement. “Wen. You’re here.”

				Forest finally backed up, but the grumbling didn’t cease. “He’s Mr. Strong.”

				She fought the urge to roll her eyes. If she wasn’t so busy concentrating all her energy on staying upright, she might have done it. “Is that the point?”

				Forest shrugged. “Just making my position on the matter clear.”

				Wen stepped up until he stood next to Forest. “I thought I knew what you two were talking about, but now I’m not so sure.”

				“Let it go,” Forest said.

				Wen’s gaze went from Forest to Jordan and back again. “I wish I could, but right now I’m trying to figure out if I got back too late or too early.”

				Since she had trouble catching her breath, there was only one answer. “Both.”

				“Ms. McAdam and I were talking about some unfinished business,” Forest said.

				Thanks to her renewed vow to keep him off-limits, it was going to stay that way. “On that note, I think I’ll go back to my desk now.”

				Running and hiding. Something about Forest had her favoring both options.

				He nodded. “Good idea.”

				His quick agreement had her wanting to stay, but common sense won out. She slipped around Forest, never meeting his eyes or Wen’s. It didn’t take their law degrees to know she’d play a huge role in their upcoming conversation. Since she didn’t want to hear even a peep of that, she headed for the door and kept going.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Subject Request for Clark Widener: He claims he and his wife are separated and that he lives downstairs because a divorce is imminent. Anyone have any information? —Member 8

				



				Need to Know admin staff: Living arrangements unconfirmed, but several members state he’s been making this claim for two years.

				



				THE WOMAN KNEW how to stage an exit. Forest had to give her that. She also looked damn fine in the thin skirt and the slim pink shirt. It had taken all his willpower and Wen’s untimely entrance not to open those tiny white buttons with his teeth.

				Wen made a tsk-tsking sound as he rounded his desk. “Well, you made it past noon, but—”

				“Do not finish that sentence or you’re fired.”

				Wen dropped into his chair with an exaggerated sigh. “A reasonable response. Not overblown at all.”

				“I’d be in a better mood if you hadn’t come back to the office today.” Maybe then Forest would know what Jordan tasted like. Man, the wondering was killing him.

				“I predicted this.”

				“We’re not having this conversation again.” He shifted his weight. He hoped moving around, getting a little oxygen, would get the blood flowing to his head instead of his dick.

				Wen leaned his head back. “Fine, but you know this thing with Jordan is a mistake, right?”

				Hitting on a temp, spending even a minute of his valuable workday chasing her around a desk. None of it fit with his usual behavior, but Jordan had Forest tied up. Hell, maybe it really was the chase. If so, he needed to catch her soon.

				At least he got one thing right. “The important point here is to note I did beat your noon deadline.”

				“But it still looks like you’re sleeping alone.” Wen shook his head and sent out a pitying look as he made the comment.

				Forest was not ready to concede. “For now.”

				And he hoped to change that unfortunate situation very soon.

				* * *

				JORDAN MADE IT home from the metro three hours later with her feet relatively intact thanks to the comfort lining in her stacked heels. Her control wasn’t as lucky. Her thoughts raced back and forth from a common-sense-hands-off policy for Forest to a maybe-she-could-try-him-just-one-time insanity.

				No doubt about it. The man turned her mind to goop.

				She dumped her briefcase on the kitchen counter and reached for the wineglass already sitting there. There were some benefits to having her best friend as an assistant. In addition to the skills of Elle’s cousin in setting up a system of proxy servers and rotating IP addresses to ensure the anonymity of Need to Know, Elle enjoyed good wine and liked to share.

				Jordan smiled as she walked over to join Elle in the family room. “Is it sick to say I need this?”

				“I’d ask how your day with Mr. Hottie went, but I think that comment says it all.” Elle paged through a stack of reports as she lounged on the couch.

				Kicking off her heels, Jordan kept going until she stood in front of the balcony door. A warm puff of air hit her in the face when she opened it.

				“That’s President And CEO Hottie to you.” Jordan swirled the wine in her glass. “He’s really a controlling jackass.”

				Elle dumped the papers on the table and leaned back against the cushions. “I see.”

				“Yeah, don’t do that.”

				Elle held up her hands. “I only said two words.”

				“There was a wealth of judgment behind those four letters.” And the smirk...and the way Elle sat there all eager, practically vibrating with enthusiasm, with her legs folded under her and her attention on full alert.

				“I’m still trying to figure out why you agreed to take this assignment when you know Forest makes you edgy.”

				That was a damn fine question. Jordan decided to evade it. “I was threatened with—”

				“No. We both know you could have said no and found another temp firm.” Elle set her glass down on the table with a clink. “Correct?”

				Usually Jordan loved how insanely smart her friend was. Not so much today. “It would have been a pain and could have caused a delay in obtaining some of the site confirmations.”

				This time Elle crossed her arms over her stomach. Even snorted, which somehow, coming out of her cute blondie face with the pert nose, sounded adorable. “Try again.”

				Jordan gave in. After all, what good was having a best friend if you couldn’t share your potential idiocy with her. “Okay, maybe I was curious about why Forest was so eager to have me there.”

				“Come to any conclusions about that?”

				“I’m a challenge.” And if the electricity kept zapping between them, a soon-to-be-naked one. “I’m probably the only woman he’s met lately who didn’t fall at his feet and strip her shirt off.”

				“I’m trying to picture that scenario.”

				Jordan had to fight to do the opposite. “You know what I’m saying.”

				“You want to.” The glass went to Elle’s mouth again. “Fall at his feet, I mean.”

				“I didn’t say that.” Technically, it was more of an on-her-knees-and-then-jump-into-bed thing. Jordan doubted there would be much falling or waiting if she ever got Forest in a clothes-off position. Nope, she’d be very much awake and active.

				“It’s okay, you know.” Elle’s voice had dipped to a whisper as she shifted the glass between her palms.

				“What?”

				“To want him. Flirting with a guy, taking it farther, makes you a sexually healthy woman, not a victim.”

				“Going from one powerful man to the other is not something a smart woman should do. I had his type. I’m done with that. Maybe a nice guitar-playing playwright would work.” Jordan swallowed hard enough for the wine to scrape and burn against the sides of her throat.

				“Do you know a lot of those?”

				Hairless or not, Jordan couldn’t work up even an ounce of interest in that type, but she could learn. Maybe. “Any on the site?”

				“In this town? No.” Elle grabbed the spreadsheet sitting on top of her stack of documents. “In terms of new reports, I have four legislative aides to congressmen, a maritime lawyer, and a guy who owns a new French restaurant on Capitol Hill.”

				Nope, no uptick in heartbeat or even a blip of interest. “Is the restaurant any good?”

				Elle snorted. “You’re saying you’d date for food?”

				That struck a bit too close for Jordan’s comfort. “I do have an excellent role model for that sort of thing.”

				“Don’t do that.” Elle leaned forward on her elbows as her eyes narrowed. “You’re not your mom.”

				That was the fear. It bubbled right under the surface, but never fully left Jordan’s mind. “I know.”

				“Hey, it’s me. Don’t brush this off.”

				A crack in the damn that held all of this back and kept the pain over her mother’s choices from spilling out grew even wider. “My mother started her serial wealthy-man dating life somewhere, Elle. At first she probably thought she was dating to find the right one. Then she started to like flipping through them, got pregnant with me at twenty and the path was set.”

				Moving from man to man, uprooting her only daughter and living as a mistress or girlfriend until the man’s money or welcome wore out, then hunting again. Her mother made a career out of using and being used by men. Up until recently she lived in Santa Fe as the “special friend” of some slick-talking gem salesman. That ended when she asked for money one time too many and she hit the road with a friend. Now her mom was working her way through the men of the Bahamas.

				But it wouldn’t end there. There was always a new man. Always that hitch in her mother’s voice as she grew excited and described a new living arrangement, commenting on how this guy was “the one” and she knew it. Always a crash when something went wrong. And with seven marriages and eleven broken engagements, something always went wrong.

				After a lifetime of watching the sick dance and more than once visiting her mother in the hospital when a benefactor’s wife found out about the sex-for-lifestyle arrangement, Jordan gave up. She’d spent years trying to get her mother into other jobs, into another world. And even longer trying not to become her mother.

				“Your mom relies on men to survive. She expects to go from one to another, taking then moving on.” Elle shook her head. “She chose the life. You run from it, and that makes all the difference when it comes to men.”

				“Then, why do I keep thinking about Forest.” Jordan put words to her feelings and didn’t try to downplay them at all. Not with Elle. “It’s this weird magnetic pull. I vow to stay away, but I don’t want to.”

				Elle smiled over the rim of the glass. “You should see your face when you talk about him.”

				“I’m guessing it’s the look of wide-eyed idiocy.”

				“Not at all, but I would point out how you describe him doesn’t really match the little we’ve heard and collected on him.”

				Jordan leaned her forehead against the glass, letting the coolness of the surface seep into her warm skin. The churning in her stomach that settled in whenever she thought her mother refused to cease. “Oh, he’s as hot as we were told he’d be. Trust me.”

				“I mean, the whole flirting with you, getting you to his office part, doesn’t sound like an aloof guy who insists on a confidentiality agreement before he gets a woman into bed.”

				There was the weirdness again. Amazing how that sort of talk made Jordan both more and less interested in seeing Forest naked. “I keep hoping you’ll admit you’re messing with me and making that agreement stuff up. I mean, he does know there’s a difference between buying a house and having sex, right?”

				No way would she ever believe he confused the two. The guy struck her as way too sure of himself to be accustomed to failure in the bedroom.

				Elle wiggled her eyebrows. “I guess you can ask him next time he challenges you.”

				Yeah, about that. “I should leave this assignment before it explodes in my face.”

				“I’m going to skip the crude joke.” Elle leaned over and refilled her glass. She held up the bottle.

				Jordan shook her head. No refill necessary here. Somehow in all the Forest and mother talk she’d failed to drink even a sip. “Please do.”

				“But you’re not going to leave him alone.” Elle curled up on the corner of the couch again. “You’re too intrigued. He’s a puzzle and he’s got you wanting to move the pieces around and put it together.”

				Jordan hid her wince. “That doesn’t sound very sexy.”

				“Exactly how many hours did it take you to get ready this morning?” Elle waved a hand up and down in the air, looking over Jordan as she went. “That outfit? Hot. I’m guessing you spent more than your usual twenty minutes throwing it together and getting out the door.”

				Jordan fought off the urge to smooth down her shirt where it stuck to her from the walking part of her commute. “I thought about wearing my flannel pajamas, but it’s still eighty outside.”

				Elle pointed in and around her mouth. “And is that freshly applied lipstick?”

				And shaved legs...and mascara. Yeah, the whole female arsenal was on display. “You don’t know everything, you know.”

				“I know you and I know interest when I see it. You have it in him. Big-time.” Elle smacked her lips together. “And, again, that’s completely normal.”

				“He’s like a science experiment.” Admittedly, it wasn’t the best comparison out there, but Jordan was stuck with it as soon as it popped out. “I’m going to poke around, gather some intel on the male executive staff at Redder Investments. I can make this work for the website.”

				“So, you’re refusing to let this be personal for you?”

				“No touching, no kissing, no naked stuff.” Even though every one of those things tempted her to the point her muscles shook.

				Elle sighed and generally threw out most of the girlfriend-you’ve-got-to-be-kidding signs. “I’ll remind you of this moment when you sleep with him and I get to say ‘I told you so.’”

				Nothing in Elle’s sentence was as upsetting as it should have been. Jordan wasn’t sure what to make of that.
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				FOREST MANAGED TO get through the entire day without seeing Jordan. He wanted to credit his strong sense of control, but truth was meetings about the southwest waterfront project kept him out of the office all day. Damn Ryan Peterson and his complete incompetence. His failures meant more work for Forest, which made Forest hate the guy even more. Who knew that was even possible?

				Even through the dragging exhaustion, Forest heard the hum of vacuums from the cleaning crew down the hall. He glanced over at the chair where Jordan sat during the day. The small lamp over her desk burned, shining a light in a circle around her computer. The rest of the reception area stayed shadowed in darkness.

				Not seeing her there gnawed at him. Not that she should be around at this time of night. Hell, he shouldn’t be there.

				He shook his head and opened the door to his office. The soft click of heels against the hardwood floor of the lounge area kept him from slipping inside and out of sight. He looked up in time to see Jordan exit the bathroom at the end of the hall and head toward the reception area. As usual, she was staring at her cell.

				Keys jangled and her humming carried over the muffled sounds of whatever cleaning was happening inside one of the conference rooms. When she glanced up, her off-key tune died on her lips. Then came the blinking.

				She opened her mouth twice before any words came out. “Forest?”

				He motioned to the phone in her hand. “Your mom?”

				“It would appear she’s very happy with John.”

				“I thought the guy’s name was Felix.”

				Jordan’s shot him a smile that managed to look sad. “You’re a few days behind.”

				“Well, it’s nice she’s dating.” He had no idea if that was true. He’d collected some information on her family, because that’s what a guy did when he planned to take a woman to bed, but the family history was a bit hazy. No father, raised by a single mom, and no siblings.

				Jordan leaned against the wall as she slipped her cell in the waistband of her skirt. “You say that because you think she’s sitting in a chair looking all grandmotherly and knitting.”

				His mother was more the charity-auction type, but the image seemed reasonable. “No?”

				“She only admits to being forty, but she’s forty-five.”

				He did the math in his head. “Young.”

				“You know how you think of your parents and are absolutely clear they only had sex the number of times it took to create you and your brother and sister?”

				“I try never to think of my parents having sex.”

				This time amusement flooded Jordan’s face and met her eyes. “I don’t have the luxury of being able to do that. She tells me. She’s always told me who she’s sleeping with and how good it is.”

				Forest’s brain went blank. “I’m not even sure what to say to that.”

				“Now you know how I’ve felt my entire life.”

				His hand fell from the doorknob as he straddled the inside/outside threshold to his office. “Why are you still here?”

				“I wanted to catch up.”

				Of all the odd things she’d said to him during their short time together, that was one of the oddest. “On what?”

				“Work.”

				He conducted a quick visual search and didn’t see a folder or any other sign of business. She shifted her weight around and her gaze did a quick dart to her desk. The whole fidgeting thing struck Forest as out of character. If anything, the Jordan he’d seen pulsed with a coolness vibe. That simmering heat was one of the many things he found so attractive about her. But something had her bouncing around now.

				“Jordan, I hand out the assignments. If Wen is piling on enough to keep you here at—” Forest checked his watch as a new wave of exhaustion from his ninth consecutive sixteen-hour workday crashed over him. “It’s almost ten.”

				“By that logic, you should be home, too.”

				“It’s not really the same thing. I own the place.”

				She waved her hand. “Either way, I’ll let you go.”

				“Or we could finish our conversation.” He had no idea why he said it. Well, some idea, but the timing was pretty screwed up.

				She stopped in midturn. Didn’t look at him, but didn’t run, either. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” She made the comment to her feet.

				“Because?”

				She faced him then. “You mentioned kissing.”

				He took in her wide eyes and the way she clenched her hands together in front of her. Whatever internal battle waged in there had her cheeks a rosy pink. He decided to take that as a good sign of something. “I’d rather do it than talk about it.”

				“I doubt your HR department would approve.” Yet she took a step toward him.

				The urge to reach out rammed into him with the force of a house. But he’d made his move. There couldn’t be any doubt that he wanted more than dictation from her. She had to initiate here. Give him some sign. Any damn sign—hell, he’d settle for that blinking thing—and he’d pick it up from there and run with it.

				“Again, I own the place.” A fact that kept slipping by people for some reason.

				“So, the rules don’t apply to you?”

				She seemed a bit confused about the rules. Maybe a bit obsessed, as well.

				Damn, everything about this woman turned him on. Even the usually annoying shit. Maybe it was the combination of the quick mind and mouth with those slim skirts and mile long legs. The combination built the anticipation inside him until the pressure behind his zipper threatened to explode.

				He focused on the least sexy document on the planet instead—the employee manual. “I don’t have a prohibition against interoffice dating.”

				Those sexy lips twisted in a frown. “Do you want to be sued?”

				“The people who work here are grown-ups. They attend all sorts of seminars on workplace behavior.” Forest had no idea how they got on this subject, but as long as they were... “I’ve had executives date before and sneak around until their attempts at subterfuge ended up wasting time and frustrating the hell out of me.”

				“That’s very romantic of you.”

				He leaned against the doorway, ready to slam on the brakes or reach out for her. He just needed her to send up a flare so he knew which way to go. “If they want to sleep with each other, and both agree and know the terms, I’m not getting in the way.”

				At his words, a definite heat flared in her eyes. “I’d guess that’s a very unique business position.”

				“I’m not sure what that means.”

				“Just when I think I get you...” Her voice trailed off, but her steps didn’t falter. She walked until she stood right in front of him.

				A simple lift of his hands and he could touch her. Damn, he wanted to touch her. Kiss her. Lick her. Drag her to the ground. Any combination of those worked fine for him.

				Instead, he forced his mind to stay in the moment. “Yes?”

				With one last sweeping glance into the office behind him, she balanced her hand on the wall closest to his shoulder. “Fine.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Let’s stop dodging. Kiss me.”

				Sweet Jesus. The woman constantly zigged when he thought she’d zag. “Here? You’re sure?”

				“I’m a big girl, Forest. I know what I want. At this second, you kissing me is at the very top of the list.” Her other hand went to his tie, traveled from his neck in a sure line to his stomach. “But it’s just one kiss.”

				She had to be kidding. No way would that ever be enough.

				Every inch she touched caught fire beneath the surface. His muscles tightened and strained under her warm palm, begging for flesh-to-flesh contact. “That’s a start.”

				“You have my permission for a kiss.”

				Somewhere in the back of his head a warning bell rang. He barely knew this woman and she could say anything once his lips touched hers. Wanting her was one thing. Wrestling her clothes off in the middle of his office was another. The latter being the type that could cost him everything.

				But his mind and his hands moved on different schedules. One went to the small of her back and pulled her in close. The other slipped through her soft hair. With her head cradled in his palm, his mouth found hers. He skipped over the gentle hello kiss and dove right into an I-want-your-clothes-off scorcher.

				Lips pressed. Tongues touched. He couldn’t pull back or slow down and when her fingernails pinched his skin through his blazer, the heat between them exploded.

				He dragged her into his office and kicked the door closed behind them. Heavy breathing and the soft rustle of clothing shut out the late-night office noises. He pressed her back against the wall and crowded in closer. One pluck and he had her cell and dropped it on the floor, kicking it to the side with his shoe.

				The tug on his collar had him raising his head. Air rushed through him, pounding the walls of his lungs, as he waited for her to call an end. Instead, she grabbed the lapels of the jacket and pushed the material off his shoulders with the heels of her hands.

				“I want this gone.”

				Her demand sent heat roaring over his skin like a wildfire. Her hands never stopped moving as she undressed him, dropping his suit jacket to the floor. His tie came next. The silk slid and her hands followed the edge down and over his chest to the top of his pants.

				It was the sexiest striptease ever.

				Strike that, the one he planned to perform on her would be even better.

				Every caress, every touch, had his body shaking harder with the need to be inside her. He thought about the desk and his chair. He wanted to suggest his house, but they’d never make it past the elevator to the garage. Hell, he doubted his legs would carry him down the hall at this point.

				Then his mouth was back on hers. The kiss deepened as their lips traveled over each other. With each pass, every tiny groan from the back of her throat, his control slipped further until it seeped out of him.

				He had to have her.

				His fingers skimmed up the outside of her bare thighs, bringing her tight skirt with him. Bunching the material in his fist, he dragged and pulled until she shifted her hips to help him shimmy the confining material to her waist.

				The warmth of her bare skin burned through his palm as his fingertips brushed over the edge of her soft underwear. When his finger slipped under the elastic, he felt a slick wetness. Her scent pulsed around him as his heart hammered hard enough to knock him down.

				One hand squeezed her ass cheek. “Damn, woman.”

				“Yes.” She lifted her leg and wrapped it around the back of his knee and digging the heel into the top of his calf.

				The move opened her to his touch. He didn’t hesitate. His finger slipped inside her as her breath hiccupped against his throat. She was tight and wet and two seconds away from having those panties ripped right off her.

				His mouth found the sexy spot right under her ear and his finger continued to pump and prime her body for him. “Tell me you want this.”

				“Yes.” As if the word weren’t enough, she rotated her hips, rubbing her lower body over his pounding erection.

				He would have sworn or begged for mercy, but he couldn’t find the breath to make a sound other than a moan. He settled for taking her hand and pressing the back against the wall next to her head. She kept it there as he trailed a finger down her throat to her breast. One hand cupped and squeezed. The other continued the insistent pumping inside of her.

				For this he wanted total surrender, her body open and ready. His fingertip danced around her opening, then dipped inside again. He plunged and retreated, enjoying the buck of her hips as she pressed deeper against him as if seeking his hand.

				“Forest, do it now.” She unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt and kissed the skin she unveiled there.

				The passion he sensed inside her exploded. Her tongue licked his skin. Hot breath blew over his chest. Hands and mouth and her body sliding against his.

				He needed to taste her. With his knees bent, he hit the floor, ready to suck and taste her until her body went wild. He dipped his head, inhaling the warm heat and licking her wetness off his fingers. But he wanted more.

				The roar of the vacuum cleaner screeched through the room.

				Jordan froze. So did he. The sound and the reality of what was happening barely hit him before she started pushing at his shoulder and squirming against the wall.

				“Forest, stop.” Her whisper sounded frantic and out of control as she clenched her legs together and tugged on the edge of her skirt, trying to bring it down despite his head being right there. Never mind she trapped his finger inside her.

				He tried to sit back on his heels, but her shifting almost knocked him over. “Whoa, Jordan. Wait a second.”

				She clearly wasn’t in the mood for patience. She shoved her skirt down the rest of the way and pushed his hand away from her body. Before he’d fully regained his senses, she stepped away and placed a good five feet between them. Her body shook as she stood there and the pink on her cheeks was now a bright red.

				He hadn’t moved from his position kneeling on the floor. He reached out and snagged her cell before stumbling to his feet again.

				“Did you know they were out there?” She held a hand over her mouth and spoke in a voice so low it almost didn’t register.

				When he’d realized how ready she was for him, he’d forgotten everything, including most of his common sense. But he never meant to embarrass her. “Of course not.”

				Standing there with the top of his shirt open and his belt undone—something he didn’t even remember happening—he feared the worst. Tears. He struggled for the right words and realized he wasn’t even sure what the wrong ones were so he could avoid them.

				They were adults, for fuck’s sake. Adults had sex. It was completely normal. The stopping wasn’t. His balls would ache the rest of the night from the sudden halt.

				Winding up his anger, he’d just decided to fire anyone still in the building when he glanced at Jordan. She stood still with her hand hiding most of her face.

				Son of a bitch. Looked like he had to apologize. For what, he wasn’t quite sure. But when a woman blushed from head to foot and froze in horror, a guy had to say something calming. Anything. Probably after he rezipped his pants. Shame his bulge made that a nearly impossible task.

				He’d just decided to give her a speech about being grown-ups with needs. Reassure her all would be well despite this little scene happening in the middle of his office, when her shoulders shook. Then she doubled over.

				“Jordan?”

				Laughter bubbled up a second later.

				Not the usual reaction to getting half naked with a woman, but at least she hadn’t screamed or blamed. “Uh, you okay over there?”

				She stood back up and stuttered out a word. “Hysterical.”

				The vacuum stopped and whispered voices sounded right outside his office door. He couldn’t do anything about either of those things. He was too busy staring at the woman who a second ago he’d planned to get to know with his tongue. It was quite possible she’d lost her mind.

				Or he had.

				Another few seconds passed before she regained control and swallowed the last of her laughter. But amusement lit her face from her bright eyes to the mischief playing around her mouth.

				She snorted. “You have to laugh at this.”

				He wasn’t sure what the proper reaction was to a fit of giggling in this circumstance. “I do?”

				Stepping in front of him, she lifted her hands and rebuttoned his shirt. Her knuckles brushed against his skin and when she reached for his belt, he clenched his stomach muscles on a sharp intake of breath.

				“Care to fill me in?” He was impressed his voice sounded strong. Words spun through his brain, but he couldn’t catch them long enough to form a coherent sentence. He’d never been redressed before and the movements mixed with subtle caresses to make it oddly erotic.

				She skimmed her hands over his shoulders. “You are the boss, after all.”

				“Believe it or not, I don’t feel like I’m in charge.” He handed the cell back to her.

				“You poor thing. Derailed by the cleaning staff.” She clearly thought it was funny, because she chuckled again. “But you sure can kiss.”

				That sounded like a good thing. “Does that mean you’re going home with me?”

				“No.”

				The woman had him spinning. “Jordan—”

				“You said no meant no.”

				“That will always be the case.” When she threw him a blinding smile, he let out a sigh of defeat. “Fine, then how about dinner tomorrow?”

				After a second or two of hesitation, she nodded. “At some point tomorrow you can give me the name of the restaurant and the time, and I’ll meet you there.”

				“What kind of date is that?”

				“A woman can’t be too careful.”

				He’d just seen that phrase somewhere. “Dinner it is.”

				She patted his chest and placed a chaste kiss on his chin. “Good night, Forest.”

				“I’ll drive you home.”

				“Not happening.” She was gone before he could figure out why she thought the night had to end for them.

				* * *

				THE FRONT DOOR to Jordan’s apartment opened and Elle rushed in. She had her hair in a ponytail and her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of something. She scrambled over to the couch and sat next to Jordan. “What’s going on? What’s with the late-night SOS?”

				Jordan managed to get changed and scrub the makeup off her face. Now she sat in oversize boxers and a tank top with the remote in her hand. At some point she’d be able to concentrate to turn the television on.

				Elle snapped her fingers in front of Jordan’s face. “Hey, there.”

				“I screwed up tonight.”

				Elle slumped back against the sofa cushions. “Oh my God, you had sex with him.”

				“So close.” Part of Jordan hated how close they came. The other part hated that they only got close and didn’t do the deed.

				Forest had her spinning and stumbling and generally acting as if she didn’t have two brain cells to rub together. When he kissed her, she got smacked with a shot of dizziness. His finger slid inside her and she had to fight the urge to climb all over him. And that mouth...that deserved a page on the Need to Know Hall of Fame. The site didn’t have one of those, but she now wanted to add one.

				“What does ‘close’ mean in the context of sex? Like, did he miss, not find the hole.” Elle held the mug to her mouth. “And I hope that last part is wrong, because Forest looks like he’d know his way around a woman’s body. If that’s not true, I give up.”

				Jordan tried very hard not to think about holes. “Hands up skirt. Finger, mouth, but no more.”

				“Ah, the critical lack of penetration.” Elle made a face. “He knew how, right?”

				Talk about a blunt conversation. Jordan was used to it. Sharing love-life information didn’t make her squirm. Despite her other failures, her mom made it clear there was nothing wrong with sex so long as it was safe and consensual. It was the healthy message that went along with all the men rotating in and out of her life.

				“He did, but that’s not the point. He’s the exact wrong guy for me.”

				“Nope.”

				Jordan flipped the remote in her hands. “Elle, I’m serious.”

				“Hold that thought.” Elle put the mug on the coffee table and went to the desk.

				“What are you doing?”

				“This fortysomething guy who lives with his mother in a one bedroom apartment—yes, I said one bedroom—is wrong for you.” Elle held a file. As she talked, she held up one page after another. “This one can’t hold a job for more than two months at a time is wrong. Then there’s the guy who keyed his ex’s car and wrote whore on it because she had the nerve to leave him.”

				Man, Jordan was so out of it she hadn’t even looked at the work information Elle had compiled and assessed tonight. That never happened. When she had a temp job, Jordan came home, relaxed and then spent some time in front of the television while she put in more hours on the site.

				She shook her head. “That crazy gal, whatever was she thinking dumping that prince.”

				“She’s probably thinking she needs a restraining order.”

				Jordan got the point, but that didn’t solve the Forest problem or her strange weakness for him. “There is a choice between that list of horribles and a controlling business guy.”

				Elle put down one file and grabbed another. The pages started flipping. “Sure, there’s the guy who plays the flute in the orchestra. Nice, but really hasn’t dated much, or ever, in thirty years. The hardworking and decent scientist who works about twenty hours a day and travels all the time. He’d be a lot of fun to schedule dates with.”

				As Elle moved on to the next choice, Jordan stepped in before the list put her to sleep. “They sound lovely.”

				“Boring is the word you’re looking for.”

				She’d had a front-row seat to a lifetime of excitement. Her mother met a man and fell in love in a second. Or she tricked her mind into thinking she did to justify moving in on him regardless of his marital status. If he had money, she gave him a shot.

				The cycle kept repeating and it wore Jordan down. “Is that so bad? Boring means safe.”

				Elle frowned, marring that cute face with harsh forehead wrinkles. “Boring means boring.”

				The truth was so much worse than the level of dullness. Jordan bit her bottom lip as she debated saying the words out loud. She didn’t care if Elle knew, but giving voice to her weakness made it more real somehow. “When I get near Forest, the hardwiring in my brain misfires.”

				“Good.”

				Leave it to Elle to boil everything down to one simple word. Jordan thought another word was more fitting—stupid. “How is that good?”

				“You’re attracted to him.”

				Jordan flipped the remote harder that time. It flew out of her hands and nailed her in the knee. She rubbed the unexpected injury. “I’ve been attracted to men before.”

				Elle sat back down, but not before reaching over and grabbing the remote out of Jordan’s hands. “But he’s good for you. He won’t take your shit and you can’t walk all over him.”

				“Uh, hello?”

				“He’s not hiding a wife and he’s not a covert abuser.”

				“Do we know that?” Jordan basically did. She’d spent far too many hours checking him out online and dropping small comments at work to get people talking. The employees found him fair but tough, which was her assessment, as well.

				“It’s called dating.” Elle smacked her remote against the palm of her other hand. “You started the website to help women find good men to date. Sure, you help them ferret out the assholes, but the goal is dating, right?”

				“Sure.”

				“There.”

				Clearly Elle thought she made a point. “There what?”

				“You found a good guy. Controlling but hot and not a weirdo, as far as we know.” Elle wiggled her eyebrows. “More importantly, a guy who seems like he knows how to use his hands.”

				Jordan remembered the combination of his finger and his mouth and heat flushed through her. “He definitely does.”

				“Then right now, my friend, you are winning the D.C. dating game.”
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				FOREST BARELY MADE it to seven o’clock the next night without dunking his head in an ice bath. Seeing Jordan sitting there, just a few feet outside his office door, had his body revving on high alert all day long. And watching her walk out at five, those hips swishing after she bent over and grabbed her bag out of the bottom desk drawer amounted to pure female-induced torture.

				That would teach him to keep his door open so he could sneak a peek at her face now and then.

				The only thing that prevented him from giving in early and changing their dinner to a late lunch was Ryan Peterson. That guy kept buzzing around, begging to be squashed. Now he had it in his head the damn website, Need to Know, had ruined his reputation and caused him to lose the waterfront deal.

				Forest knew the argument was a load of crap. Deep inside Ryan had to know it. Still, he kept whining about the dating website ruining his reputation and interfering with his business contracts. He threw around lawsuit threats against the site and even promised he’d drag Forest’s company into the mess. Basically, Ryan was doing everything possible to add to Forest’s already seemingly insurmountable work pile.

				The last place Forest should be at this time of the day in the middle of the week was a restaurant. He should grab a sandwich and hunker down at his desk. Should but wouldn’t.

				He was reaching across the table for his water, when movement at the end of his row of tables caught his attention. He knew Jordan stood there before he ever looked up, and when he did meet her gaze he almost swallowed his tongue.

				Sweet loving damn.

				She wore a short-sleeve black dress that hugged her waist, then flared out over her hips before coming to rest a few inches above her knees. And those legs. Long, lean and bare. Just when he recovered from the memory of his fingertips against those thighs, he noticed the spiky red heels.

				But the body, that walk, had nothing on her smile. It lit her face and brought a twinge of color to her cheeks.

				There was no way in hell he’d be able to choke down an appetizer tonight.

				He somehow got to his feet, but God knew he didn’t remember standing. A napkin dangled from his fingers. When she stopped across from him, he threw it down and pivoted around her to pull out her chair.

				The subtle whiff of orange wrapped around him as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “That was quite an entrance.”

				She glanced up at him for the briefest of seconds. “I decided to be memorable this time.”

				His comment at the wedding about her dress came rushing back on him. How he ever thought this woman could blend in, even for a second, stunned him. He’d be able to pick her out in a room full of hundreds of women. Something about the way she carried herself and the confidence that swirled around her had him chasing and wanting and generally forgetting his usual rules about women.

				With a broken engagement on his scorecard, he preferred to keep his emotional distance. Not that he shunned commitment. He just preferred his life outside work as simple as possible and long-term dating struck him as the exact opposite of simple.

				Enjoy women, date when he had time and otherwise focus on building his business. He’d mapped out that three-part plan the day after his father had security escort him out the lobby doors of the family business. He hadn’t been back and, despite all his father’s yelling and threats, Forest never had to crawl back and beg for forgiveness, either.

				“Thank you for not wearing that dress to work.” Forest sat again, deliberately pushing all thoughts of his dysfunctional family out of his mind. “I would have violated more than one HR rule to get near you. Me and half the staff. No question about it.”

				“There’s nothing provocative about this dress.” She ran her fingertips across her exposed collarbone. “No plunging neckline and only a minimum of skin showing.”

				“That outfit is all about anticipation. A guy sees it and hopes he’ll be treated to more.” And seeing her fingers skim over her skin had him tripping over his words. “So that you know, that’s sexier than just about anything.”

				She unfolded her napkin and laid it across her lap. “Aren’t you the sweet talker?”

				“You should be impressed I can think at all at the moment.” Not that the babble running through his brain made any sense. He saw her and forgot about work and his responsibilities and even about that idiot Ryan.

				Forest wanted to talk to her, touch her, run his hands all over her. It had been a long time since attraction smacked into him this hard. The energy to fight it abandoned him almost from the beginning.

				“I’m thinking a guy like you can have his pick of any woman.” The amusement in her husky voice faded. A thread of anger weaved its way in.

				Normally he’d skip over the comment, but something about her tone had him stopping and investigating. “What kind of guy am I?”

				The waitress interrupted Jordan with what felt like a never-ending recitation of specials. Fish, lamb...fine. He got it.

				When the server left and conversations around them blended into a steady hum, Jordan stayed quiet. She studied her menu. As he watched her, Forest heard an occasional laugh rise above the crowd noise and the clink of silverware as the people two tables down dug into their steaks.

				“Well?” That’s all he said. He knew she ignored the question on purpose. No way was he letting this one slide.

				Jordan lowered the menu and stared at him over the top. She didn’t pretend confusion. “Rich, powerful. Born wealthy and used to getting what he wants.”

				All of it fit in a way, but didn’t in most others. “Sounds as if you’ve been checking up on me.”

				Her head tilted to the side, sending her hair slipping over her shoulder. “Would that offend you?”

				“No.”

				“Oh, come on.” She balanced her elbows on the edge of the table and leaned in.

				“Are you referring to checking me out on that website, Need to Know?”

				Her smile faded as her expression went blank. “Maybe.”

				“Look, I can understand a woman wanting to know about the man she plans to invite into her bed. Women do need to be careful. I just think a website can’t replace getting to know someone in person.”

				“Agreed. I poked around and got the vitals, like school and family and dating history.”

				He doubted she knew one sentence more than his PR department put out there. “Did your investigating tell you I’m the black sheep of the family?”

				Those sexy eyes narrowed. “You’re a successful businessman. Unless you killed someone, I have a hard time seeing why you’d be considered a disappointment to your parents.”

				He’d been disloyal, which was much worse in his father’s eyes. “You’d be surprised.”

				Jordan smiled as she took a sip of water. “What, you were a bad boy, so you can’t attend the annual family yacht race or something?”

				The way she said it pushed him to prove her assumptions wrong. “Being born into a family with money doesn’t solve everything.”

				Her hand froze in the middle of putting her glass down. When it finally hit the table it smacked against the wood with a sharp crack. “You never went hungry and always knew you’d have a bed to sleep in that night.”

				Looked like he wasn’t the only one with a messed-up personal history. He’d refrained from picking her life apart, thinking old-fashioned dating and getting to know each other might be an interesting twist, but now he regretted the decision. “Are you saying—”

				She waved him off. “Just offering a response to your general comment.”

				Wen and a few others knew, but Forest rarely shared the details of his life with anyone, certainly not with a woman he just met and was trying to impress. But for some reason he craved honesty with her, so he supplied the barest of information. “It’s a well-kept family secret, something no one in the Redder family talks about at parties, but I assure you my younger brother is the heir. Except for some communication with my baby sister, I don’t have any contact with my parents or anyone else in the family. They no longer consider me their son.”

				Noise rattled around them, but a quiet settled around the table. Jordan moved as if stuck in slow motion. “Are you playing me?”

				“No.”

				After a few beats of silence, she reached across the table and covered Forest’s hand with hers. “In that case, I’m sorry.”

				He hated the sympathy he saw in her eyes, but the warmth of her skin mixed with his and he couldn’t pull away. “I’ve learned to accept it.”

				“Maybe one day you can tell me how to do that.”

				“What?”

				“Accept a rough family dynamic and not let it define you.”

				The longing in her voice got to him. “If you need me to, I will.”

				“You always seem to say the right thing.” She sat back in her chair, putting as much distance between them as possible in the small space. “I’m wondering if that’s practiced or real.”

				“What does the website say?” When her eyes widened, he continued. “I’m assuming you’re a member, since I’ve heard you use the tagline more than once and, well, from the article I read today about it, it sounds as if every single woman in town is on it.”

				“Hardly, but yes. I’m a member.” Her hands slipped from her lap to the arms of the chair and back again. “And no.”

				He was so busy watching her fidget, he missed whatever she said. “Excuse me?”

				“You’re not on it...yet.”

				The playful teasing came zipping back into her voice. He welcomed the break to the tension snapping at him. “Will I be after tonight?”

				She shrugged. “We’ll see.”

				“Then, let’s come to an agreement.” Since he had no intention of making a general announcement to the crowded restaurant, he leaned in. His finger traced the outline of her silverware against the stark white tablecloth. “After dinner I will drive you home, not because I think paying for dinner gives me rights with you, but because I’m not a dick and want to make sure you get back to your place without incident. I’m still kicking my ass for not insisting I see you home after our office run-in.”

				“Run-in?”

				“I thought you’d prefer that to me mentioning how close we came to having sex in front of the cleaning crew.”

				This time she wrapped her long fingers around the armrests. “Very sweet. Okay.”

				He ignored the “sweet” part because he feared that led them down the wrong path. One that didn’t finish in a bed. “And anything that happens after I drive up is your call. A kiss, me coming up with you—whatever—you have all the control. I’ve made my play and my intentions can’t be a mystery.”

				“You want me to be the aggressor.”

				“Oh, I’m happy to take the lead.” If she sent him the right look, he’d be all over her. “You’ll just need to tell me I can.”

				“I only agreed to dinner.”

				But she understood. He saw it in every muscle and the glint in her eye. She got his message. She was in charge.

				He nodded. “Then, let’s order.”

				* * *

				JORDAN HAD NO idea how she forced more than two bites down during dinner. Even as they chatted about safe topics, like Ryan Peterson’s loser tendencies or the state of Forest’s waterfront project, a part of her mind wandered to what would come later.

				It sucked for him, really, because he gave her his full attention. He didn’t stare at other women. Didn’t say or do anything inappropriate. He’d kept his word and at the end of the evening pulled up to the lobby of her building to drop her off...until she invited him up.

				Not that the decision hit her in the car. No, she’d excused herself more than a half hour ago and texted Elle to go over and hide all website evidence in the condo. Jordan wanted Elle to shut and lock everything in the small den the real-estate broker had tried to convince Jordan was a guest bedroom. Never mind she’d have to fold the mattress in half to fit a bed in there.

				“Let me do that.” Forest reached around her and took the keys from Jordan’s shaking fingers.

				She didn’t realize a small tremor ran through her until the jangling of metal echoing in the hallway stopped and her front door opened. “Sure.”

				Despite her desire to remain calm and in control, she almost bolted inside. The goal was to get to the bedroom and hide the eleven outfits she’d tried on before this dress. Right now they lay scattered all over the floor and draped over the exercise bike she used as a very expensive hanger.

				He held the door for her to go in first. She walked down the short hallway past the kitchen on one side and den on the other and into the open family room. The place looked clean. Certainly picked up. That had to be Elle’s doing, because Jordan had long ago given up the battle with clutter. Working from home made stacks of papers inevitable. Not that you could tell at this moment.

				Jordan peeked into the bedroom to her left and saw a stack of pillows and a clear comforter. No discarded underwear. If Elle hadn’t been her best friend before, she’d have won the title tonight.

				Forest’s hands fell over her shoulders as he whispered against her hair. “I like your condo.”

				“Me, too.” Her breath stuttered in her chest. A few more minutes of that and she’d start wheezing. Not exactly the perfect setup for sexy times.

				His mouth found her neck. Hot breath skipped over her skin right before his lips went to work. The gentle suction had her knees buckling and her head falling back against his shoulder. The way her body melted into his should have embarrassed her. After all she’d made some sort of vow...not that she could remember a line of it right now.

				“Tell me what you want.” His voice vibrated against her skin.

				She let her head fall to the side this time, hoping he’d trail the line of kisses to the base of her neck, then lower. Instead, he hesitated. He didn’t stop, but his mouth didn’t move over her. He continued to kiss her neck as his fingers flexed against her shoulders.

				“Please, Forest.” She backed up, pressing her butt into his groin to give him permission.

				As if he’d been given a flashing green light, his arm wrapped around her waist and held her steady. Heat radiated off him and burned through her. His erection pressed against her as he rocked his body into hers.

				“Say it.” His mouth lifted, journeying to her jawline and inflaming the nerve endings there.

				She decided to spell it out before she threw him on the couch and straddled him, and that was in about-to-happen mode. “I want you inside me.”

				His hands stilled for a second before roaming again. “Very soon.”

				With every cell tingling, she wanted to demand he do it now. She might have opened her mouth and suggested they fast-forward this first round, but the rip of her zipper stopped her. One minute her dress held tight against her body. The next, the bodice fell and his hands slipped inside. His fingers traced her nipples through the black lace of her bra.

				When she turned her head toward him, he captured her mouth in a searing kiss. Not gentle or quiet. No, this one claimed. Hot, sensual and carrying a promise of the wicked times to come, his lips traveled over hers even as his hands pushed her dress and the thin crinoline underneath to the floor.

				One arm lifted over her head and found his hair. When he lifted her other arm up, she felt a tug as the clasp on her bra opened. Then his hands cupped her bare breasts and massaged the nipples to tight sensitive peeks.

				Forest Redder did know his way around a woman.

				His hips bucked against her, mimicking the rhythm she hoped to experience within the next minute or two. She heard the shuffle of material, then his hands left her for a second. When her eyes popped open and the protest hovered on her lips, he appeared in front of her.

				With his focus transfixed on her breasts, he peeled off her bra. Fingers dipped under the edge of her tiny panties next. His thumb rubbed against her as the pressure began to build inside her. Yet he didn’t stop kissing her. His mouth met hers and his finger slid inside her slick opening.

				If he hadn’t been holding her up, she would have crumpled to the floor. She felt weightless and boneless. Every care slipped away and her whole being focused on getting him into the bedroom and sprawled across that mattress.

				She lifted her head. And faced him head-on. Those green eyes had darkened and a tense passion showed in every line of his body.

				“Take me to bed.” She whispered the words against his lips and saw a tremble shake through his shoulders as she watched.

				“Yes.” Then his mouth came back to hers full force and his hands fell to her waist.

				He walked backward as she stripped off his tie and unbuttoned the little white buttons on his shirt. She would have shredded the expensive material, ripped the buttons right off despite the cost, but the way their bodies kept knocking against each other and their hands explored, she settled for dipping her hand inside and caressing the bare skin of his chest.

				She had no idea how he steered them into place, but when the back of her legs hit the edge of the bed, she sat. The move brought her face in a direct line with his erection. She didn’t hesitate. Her fingers went to work as his belt buckle clanked and his zipper screeched through the quiet and punctuated their heavy breathing.

				Her head dipped forward as she rubbed her palm over him through the opening in his dress pants. She had his erection out and in her hand before he could finish his sharp intake of breath. She pumped and squeezed while his hands slid through her hair.

				“Jordan.” He clenched his fingers as he whispered her name.

				Not good enough. She wanted to drive him right to the edge so she wouldn’t be the only one standing there. Her tongue licked up his length as she clenched his butt cheeks in her hands. When his body tensed, she kept going.

				Every single part of him felt right to her. From his smell to his body, he fit her.

				Now she wanted it all.

				With one last lingering suck, she pulled a moan out of him. Then she fell back against the bed with her hands by her head. She would have lifted her legs or issued a new invitation, but her muscles failed her and the need driving through her had her vision blurring.

				But he didn’t need help with this part. The second her back hit the mattress, he shrugged out of his shirt and bent down to run his hand over the damp front of her lacy underwear. She was wet and ready and when he stripped the tiny scrap of material off her legs, she almost cried in relief.

				Then his knee hit the bed and he shifted until his mouth was on her. His tongue up and inside of her. He licked and sucked and kept going when her hips lifted off the bed and her fingers dove through his hair. As he explored every tiny muscle, she heard the soft growl under his groans and felt her breath hiccup inside her chest.

				With each pass of his tongue and fingers the nerve endings flared to life. Her sensitive skin burned everywhere he touched. She thrashed and tightened her legs against his shoulders. Anything to ease the winding sensation pumping through her.

				Just when she thought she couldn’t take one more second, his mouth traveled up her stomach to her breasts. He took one, then the other into his mouth and licked her nipples until the sensitive areas ached. During all the touching and tasting, he’d stripped off his pants, because she felt the brush of hair on his legs against her soft thighs.

				When he lay full against her with his upper body balanced on his elbows above her, she almost begged for relief. He stole what little breath she had when he kissed her again. This time, the kiss lingered. Her head spun and her arms wrapped around his shoulders for balance.

				Before she could ask about protection, she felt him shift and heard the rip of paper. His body lifted, but only for a second. Then he came back. He pulled her legs up around him as she felt him right at her entrance.

				His gaze burned into her. “You’re sure?”

				She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t think. But she knew she wanted this. She told him the only way she could right then. She kissed his shoulder then nipped at his skin in small bites.

				As she pressed his shoulders in closer, he started to enter her. He didn’t skip right to plunging and pumping. He slid in, giving her body time to adjust. Then he slipped back and pushed forward again. The move was steady, robbing her mind of thought and stealing her breath.

				The feel of him over her, around her, had her body clenching even as release hovered just outside her grasp. He didn’t speed up. He entered her on a steady rhythm, then retreated and began the slow sensual torture again. After a few minutes, her entire body shook with need.

				“Faster.” She whispered the plea against his throat. “Now, Forest.”

				Only then did he speed up. The room filed with the sounds and smells of their lovemaking. Sweat slicked his back and her fingernails dug into his skin. He plunged deeper, speeding up as his finger rubbed her clit.

				Sensations battered her, tossing the last of her control aside. The tightening inside her had her meeting his thrusts while she chanted his name. Just as his body shuddered above hers, something broke lose inside her. Waves of pleasure crashed over her. Her hips lifted and her thighs slammed hard against him. She tried to press and clench, anything to release the energy pounding through her.

				With a final push, his rhythm changed. His big body shook over her as her head fell back against the pillows. When the orgasm slammed into her, she inhaled on a mix of shock and pleasure. Every part of her trembled as a soft whisper of his name escaped her lips. Then he kissed her again and she couldn’t think about anything other than keeping them right where they were until morning.
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				FOREST WASN’T EXACTLY a master of the morning after. He’d experienced several in his time, but he was usually the one stepping into the shower, hoping his nighttime partner would be gone before he turned off the water and got out again. He wasn’t accustomed to being the guest. That made standing in the middle of Jordan’s kitchen extra odd this morning.

				Not that he was complaining about the night before. Damn, the woman had him ignoring sleep and hanging on the edge of a heart attack for hours. Now if only he could figure out how to work her coffeemaker. It was pretty fancy. His had a timer and a place for the beans and water. That’s it. She had some expensive version that had him thinking about her temp salary.

				Owning the condo, the impressive wardrobe. The pieces didn’t exactly fit with his image of a struggling office temp. The city was not cheap, but she didn’t appear to be in financial trouble. He liked the idea of her being secure. But the question of how kept bumping around the inside of his mind. He knew about her law-firm job. Maybe she saved money. Again, logical, but doubt kept nipping at him.

				“You need help?” Jordan walked in, wearing a long T-shirt and what appeared to be nothing else.

				Any thought of money and coffee vanished. Those legs went on forever and the shirt did little to cover them. She had her hair up and her face scrubbed clean.

				The woman clearly was trying to kill him. Make his heartbeat triple until he passed out or something.

				“I’ve got it.” He wasn’t sure that was true, but he was more concerned about another topic at the moment. He liked to win and this time the victory carried all sorts of benefits.

				She slid onto the barstool across the counter from him and put her cell down in front of her. After a quick scan of the kitchen, she reached over to finish off the coffee prep and press the button to start. They sat in comfortable silence as the machine went to work. Every now and then her phone would buzz and she’d look at the screen.

				He glanced over. “Your mom?”

				Jordan read for a few more seconds, then sighed. “Good news is she seems satisfied with John.”

				“That’s the new guy?” Forest swore the name kept changing. Probably had something to do with all that dating her mother did.

				“The newest one.” Jordan waved her hand in the air. “But don’t feel the need to memorize the name. It’s likely to change when she gets back from the Bahamas.”

				Bahamas? His parents had been married since before paper was invented. It was a screwed-up mess of a marriage, but it kept ticking. He barely understood their situation. He definitely didn’t understand whatever was happening with Jordan’s mom. “Excuse me?”

				“She’s a serial dater. Actually, a serial marryer.”

				Sounded messy and expensive to him. He had a former fiancée and that was more than enough in the “former” department. “That’s a thing?”

				“She’s the expert.”

				“She sounds like an interesting woman.”

				“That’s the word everyone uses.” Jordan fidgeted in her chair. “I’ve gotten used to the way she lives her life.”

				“Are you sure?” When she glanced up at him, he stared in the direction of her chair. The squeaking immediately stopped.

				“I know your family isn’t close—”

				“Understatement.”

				“—but imagine your sister when she was younger. The idea of her having sex probably would have driven you crazy.”

				Something in the back of his brain exploded. “I prefer to believe she still hasn’t had sex.”

				“How old is she?”

				“Twenty-four.”

				“Wow, okay. I see you’ve got that overprotective thing down.” Jordan rolled her eyes in a way that said he was being a dumbass. “Well, my point is my mom was upset I waited.”

				“To do what?”

				She gave him eye contact, but she kept swiveling her chair and sliding the placemat around on the counter. “Lose my virginity.”

				Every single thought in Forest’s head slammed to a halt. “You’re kidding.”

				“I was nineteen and she was horrified.” Jordan held up a hand. “Not that she wanted me sleeping around, because she totally didn’t, but I had a boyfriend when I was sixteen and she couldn’t believe I didn’t do it then.”

				“That’s kind of messed up.” He spent a lot of time dwelling on his family situation. He tried to come up with ways to resolve it or at least ease the tension to make it easier on his sister, who was stuck in the middle. This, Jordan’s situation, was a whole different type of dysfunction. He wasn’t completely clear on which was worse.

				“Only kind of?”

				After a few minutes the green light on the coffeemaker flicked on and Forest forced his hands to slow down as he grabbed the mugs. What he really wanted to do was pour a cup and down it.

				He waited until the coffee hit the cups and she started humming before he shifted off their bizarre conversation to one he could handle better, but only slightly. “For the record, the interest isn’t over.”

				She eyed him over the top of the mug. “What are you talking about?”

				“You said I was all about the chase. Well, I felt pretty caught last night and I’m not going anywhere.” It was tempting to call in sick for the first time in his adult life.

				A soft pink stained her cheeks as she fiddled with the edge of the placemat under her elbows. “What about the agreement?”

				He took a sip of coffee, because at six in the morning he was already a half hour behind on his usual daily caffeine intake. “Should I know what that means?”

				“The confidentiality agreement.”

				Between the words and her sudden refusal to give him eye contact, he stilled with the cup halfway to his mouth. “Excuse me?”

				“According to the rumors, you make your bed partners sign a piece of paper promising not to talk.” She closed one eye and wrinkled her nose. “That’s not on the site, by the way. Just whispers around the ladies’ locker room.”

				He was pretty sure she’d lost her mind. “An agreement in exchange for sex?”

				“I’m not sure I’d phrase it that way.”

				He searched his mind for anything that could fit. The only time a woman he had sex with signed an agreement it was part of a separate business deal and unrelated to the bedroom activities. He had no idea how that news got around or how it got so tangled up.

				Not that he was surprised. This sort of thing happened when rumors ran the day. “Well, call it whatever you want, but it sounds nuts.”

				Jordan nodded. “I agree.”

				When she continued to stand there, he decided to be as clear as possible. “And I don’t have that requirement.”

				“Can’t lie, that’s something of a relief.”

				“Yet, even with the possibility out there, you slept with me anyway.” That was the only part of this discussion he found interesting.

				“Like you said yesterday, information is fine, but it’s better to find out the truth for yourself.”

				Huh, not so appealing when she put it that way. He was hoping for something more along the lines of being unable to resist him.

				He eased the death grip on the coffee mug and put it on the counter. No need to smash dishes. That sure wasn’t a great way to end an otherwise fantastic night. Still, her comment refused to settle in his mind. “So I was an experiment.”

				She nodded. “I did use that excuse.”

				“Okay.”

				“It was one of the nicer excuses I gave myself.”

				Maybe he should carry her back to bed. They worked in there. Out here, not so much. “I’m not sure this morning is going well.”

				“Let’s try this.” She slid off the stool and came around the counter to stand right in front of him with her hand pressed against his stomach. “Last night was amazing.”

				“That’s much better.” And if her fingers ventured even an inch lower, they would be back in bed again. He’d brought four condoms. He had one left and wasn’t afraid to use it.

				She smiled up at him. “Don’t tell me you needed a little reassurance about this. You have to know you’re good.”

				His palm cupped her cheek. “I am human, you know.”

				“I’m starting to believe that.”

				She kept throwing out these lines. Each one knocked him further off balance. “Tell me what that means.”

				She rested her hand against his. “You’re not the first powerful guy I’ve worked for.”

				“I figured that but, technically, you work for Wen.”

				“Uh-huh, right.” She lifted his palm and placed a firm kiss in the dead center. “Cy Peters, Gus Atechson. The list of men who think nothing of pushing women around is pretty long. Then add in the Ryan Peterson type.”

				The same man who spent most of his day ruining Forest’s right now. “Dumbass.”

				“Asswipe, asshat, asshole. They all work.”

				She looked so serious with that frown that he had to laugh. “Who knew the word ass could be so versatile.”

				Amusement filled her eyes. “Kind of like jack—jackass, jacknut, jackwagon.”

				Man, he loved listening to her. She tested him, made him smile. And what she could do with those legs and that mouth had him wishing he was the work-from-home type. “All very good terms.”

				“I dated this guy.” She fiddled with his shirt. “Smart, powerful, tough...and a liar. Like, whoa liar. Forgot to mention the fiancée and ended up making me the other woman in his relationship, the dumb bastard.”

				That fact caused tension to zip across Forest’s shoulders. Every muscle tightened as if preparing for battle. In a way, he was. “Who?”

				She reached up and traced his mouth with her fingertip. “Why? Do you want to go beat him up?”

				“Kind of, yeah.”

				“Sexy, but he’s not worth it.” She rested a hand against his chest. “And he was only one of many losers.”

				Forest felt anything but sexy at the moment. Rageful was more like it. He wasn’t the type to resort to banging on heads to make a point. He usually preferred to use his brain, but sometimes violence was the right choice. Possibly now.

				The idea of someone hurting this woman made him want to punch something. So did the thought of her loving another guy when she’d been rolling around the sheets with him all night.

				Forest had a few rules and absolute fidelity was one of them. He’d experienced fallout and pain from the opposite side of that. Watched his father fool around and flaunt it, no matter how much it hurt Forest’s mother. Forest refused to play that game and juggle partners.

				He didn’t want to be used as a way to forget some loser, either. “Are you still stuck on this guy? On any of them?”

				Jordan stretched up on tiptoes and kissed his nose. “I wouldn’t have slept with you if I were. I’m a monogamy gal.”

				A heavy exhale escaped him, taking most of his anger with it. She might be holding things back, but she said the one thing that mattered most. “Any chance you plan to sleep with me again tonight?”

				“Subtle.”

				“I didn’t become successful by hiding what I want.” While he was at it, he gave her the rest of the information she needed to know. “And, chase or not, I still want you. The desire hasn’t abated at all.”

				He lowered his head then and captured her mouth. Her lips danced over his until he deepened the kiss and pulled her in close. Her body cuddled against him, all warm and promising. Calculations ran through his head on whether he could get her back into bed and then him in a shower in time for his seven-thirty breakfast meeting.

				Before he could make the decision, she did. She stepped back and swiped his coffee cup off the counter. “If you’re off by eight tonight, come over.”

				“After that?”

				“I change into lounging clothes and you don’t want to see that.”

				Boy was she wrong about that last part.

				But the whole offer struck him as a challenge. One he’d accept every time. “Oh, I’ll be here.”

				* * *

				JORDAN WAS ABOUT to kiss him, maybe do a little exploring using her hands across that impressive chest when the rapid knocking started on the front door. She didn’t have to guess who the visitor was. Elle had already texted saying she’d knock first instead of using her key, just in case.

				Forest’s eyebrow lifted. “You get guests at this hour?”

				“That’s Elle, my best friend.”

				He froze in place. “Do you want me to hide?”

				That fast, tension rolled off him. It smacked into Jordan and she had to blink to get her bearings again. “Are you supposed to be a secret?”

				His shoulders relaxed. “Just checking.”

				No question about it, men were weird.

				She turned around and unlocked the door. Elle stood in the hallway practically vibrating with excitement. “Well?”

				Jordan sent a silent keep-cool message with her eyes. “Come in and meet Forest Redder.”

				He met them in the doorway to the kitchen and held out a hand. “Hello, Elle.”

				Jordan remembered for the first time he was barely dressed. He had his dress pants on and the white tee he wore under his dress shirt. It stretched tight across his shoulders and highlighted his trim stomach. She doubted he liked being on display, but he didn’t show any anger or surprise.

				To keep Elle from asking any embarrassing questions, Jordan kicked off the conversation. “I was telling Forest about my mom and men.”

				“Men in general or hers?” Elle asked.

				“Well, he knows there’s a website that ranks the men of D.C.” Jordan walked into the kitchen. She acted like she wanted to find Elle some coffee. Jordan really wanted to stall and see what Forest would say.

				Elle followed and took the mug without question. “Not a fan of dating-warning sites?”

				“My only point is that sort of thing can’t replace actually getting to know someone.” When the women looked at each other, his explanation sputtered to a halt. “What?”

				Elle closed one eye as if she was pretending to think his point over. “How about the guy I dated who wore pantyhose?”

				Forest’s eyes bugged out. “What?”

				The reaction gave Jordan hope. It meant she wouldn’t be finding out that weird little secret about Forest the hard way. “Or the one I went out with who conveniently forgot his wallet on every date.”

				Forest shook his head. “Asshole.”

				“Or the congressional aide who wanted to share me with his friends.” Elle blew out a breath. “He didn’t ask, by the way. Just invited them over.”

				Forest’s mouth dropped open. “What the fuck?”

				Elle shrugged. “They thought I’d consent. My screaming convinced them otherwise.”

				Jordan noticed Elle left off the part where the two of them had told the guys’ mothers. Amazing how twentysomething males scattered when they got tattled on via the internet.

				“Then you have your basic losers.” Jordan couldn’t believe how long that list was. “Mean, demanding. You know, the type who call you a whore if you don’t put out in the elevator ride out of the office building to start the date.”

				“Is it really that bad out there for women?” Forest’s hand jerked and coffee splashed over his thumb. With a good bit of muttering, he put the mug down on the counter.

				“Everyone has those private things they like, but it can be shocking to run into whatever fetish is out there when you don’t hold the same interests,” Elle said.

				Jordan ran the cold water and soaked a towel for Forest. “One of my favorites is the guy who painted his chest.”

				Instead of holding it to his hand, Forest wiped the brown drops on his tee. “To be fair, it’s not my thing but some sports fans are into that.”

				Jordan snorted. “Oh, it didn’t have anything to do with sports. He liked to do it under his business suit.”

				Forest’s hands dropped to his sides and the towel dragged on the floor. “Oh, come on.”

				Jordan nodded. “And I guarantee you know him.”

				Elle pointed. “Oh, there’s the one who got home and kicked off his shoes and tried to wear yours.”

				With a shake of his head, Forest leaned back against the doorjamb. “Please stop.”

				It felt strangely good to rattle off some of the odd dating experiences. Some were hers and some were Elle’s. A few came from the site. But reality was they offered only a tiny taste. They skipped the liars and the really violent ones.

				But Jordan was smart enough to know men were not the only ones who liked some off-the-wall stuff. “Women can’t always be a joy, either.”

				“Remarkably tame compared to what I’m hearing.” He hesitated as if trying to figure out if he should reveal top-secret information. “You mostly just need to watch for the three C’s.”

				Curiosity gripped Jordan. “What?”

				“Clingy, conniving and crazy.” He counted them off on his fingers. “They’re all bad, by the way.”

				“We’ve met the male versions of those, too.”

				Forest blew out a long breath. “You know I want names, right?”

				“No, you don’t. You’ll never be able to keep a straight face in a meeting again.”

				He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of which, I have one.”

				The news sent a cold chill blowing over Jordan. Having him here, relaxed and charming, made her heart do a little dance. The idea of him walking out, even though he wasn’t walking away from her, left her feeling empty.

				But she’d get over it. “I’ll help you get your stuff in the bedroom.”

				Elle smiled into her mug. “I’ll wait here.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Subject Request for Alec Cleveland: He seems too good to be true... Good job, decent, smart, sexy and no weird exes hanging around. What don’t I know? —Member 87

				



				Response from Member 13: Alec is one of the good ones. Don’t let him go.

				



				IT TOOK JORDAN another fifteen minutes to get him out. The temptation to drag him back inside hit her the second the bedroom door closed behind him. But having sex with her friend only a few feet away wasn’t Jordan’s thing. Luckily, it didn’t seem to be Forest’s, either.

				She’d expected him to be great in bed. There was just something about those commanding business types that worked for her on a sexual level, and Forest always struck her as someone with skills. He sure had those. Everything else was the surprise.

				He could hold a conversation that was about something other than his self-proclaimed awesomeness. Then there was the whole black-sheep thing. She knew from her spin around the internet when they first met that he’d been engaged but that it ended with her marrying someone else. That little fact had Jordan wondering what went wrong and what guy could hold more appeal than Forest.

				Jordan busied her hands by putting the dirty dishes in the dishwasher and rushing around the kitchen. Not that the constant movement did her any good. Elle was right there, watching it all.

				Elle finally piped up. “He’s ridiculously hot.”

				That didn’t even come close to covering it. “No kidding.”

				“Was he good?”

				The things he could do with those hands and that mouth. Nothing selfish about his performance. “Well, I can say this. He doesn’t require an agreement before sex.”

				“Well, well, well. Now, that’s more like it.”

				“He also knows all about the website. Not my ownership, of course. Its existence.”

				Elle’s smile vanished as quickly as it came. “About that—”

				“Good job on getting the site in the paper, by the way.” Jordan had read the article online. A membership surge came right after. There were stacks of emails waiting in the business box. At this rate, they’d hit her membership target well before the year expired.

				The success filled her with a silent thrill. She wanted to share it, shout it from the rooftops or maybe clue Forest in and see what he had to say. The guy was a business tycoon, after all. Sure, she didn’t know the exact definition of tycoon, but she’d bet Forest would have some business ideas she could consider.

				It was a shame she couldn’t talk it all through, but there was no way she’d put the business in peril. Not over a man she’d known for less than a month. She wasn’t her mother.

				Elle lifted the lid on a container of stale cookies. One sniff and she snapped the lid back on. “Unfortunately, Ryan is doing an even better job at advertising than I am.”

				The battling thoughts about Forest and her business slammed to a halt in Jordan’s brain. “Peterson? What the hell does that moron want?”

				“To blame Need to Know for the demise of his company. He’s saying we defamed him and interfered with his business.”

				That guy was a total crap weasel. But he could ruin her with nonsense paperwork and she didn’t want that to happen. “That’s insane. We passed on the member reports about his personal life, all of which matched each other, by the way.”

				“Agreed.”

				“I really want to punch that guy.”

				“Ryan implicates Forest in the whole thing. Says Redder Investments colluded with the site owners—us, basically—and made up the information to give Forest some sort of unfair bargaining position on the waterfront project. Ryan paints himself as the martyred hero who refused to give into Forest’s blackmail demands and walked away instead.”

				Now Jordan wanted to throw Ryan under a bus. Coming after her was one thing. Blaming Forest was another. “That’s not what happened. I was in the room. Forest dumped Ryan, not vice versa.”

				“Looks like your boyfriend and your ex-boss are fighting.”

				“Ryan was never my boss.” The thought of that made last night’s dinner churn in Jordan’s stomach.

				Gone were the days of her stomping into someone else’s office to do someone else’s work. Yeah, she did the temp stuff, but that was part of a bigger cause. She didn’t see herself as an employee on someone else’s payroll. Not really. She could walk out at any time. Once she was financially independent and pulling in enough money from the site to meet her needs, she never had to take another temp position for extra cash. She longed for that day.

				Elle made a humming noise. “Interesting how you ignored what I said about Forest.”

				More like practical. “I don’t know what we are or how to define it.”

				Jordan didn’t let her mind go there. She had no idea what she shared with the man other than a mutual case of lust. That sort of thing fizzled fast. She kept waiting for the implosion to happen with Forest. It was inevitable with the sort of electricity that burned between them. Had to be.

				“Sleep with him a few more times. That will probably help you figure it out.”

				She thought about their deal this morning. “Now you sound like Forest.”

				Elle nodded with a slow wisdom well beyond her years. “Always knew he was a smart one.”

				* * *

				LUNCH WAS TWO hours away and Forest already had fifteen files sitting on his desk. What started as an interesting side project, a way to fill a few hours in the evening, had become a necessity. Ryan tied Redder Investments up with this Need to Know website. That made the website Forest’s business. This was no longer only a matter of curiosity.

				Wen didn’t knock before barging into the office. He carried a stack of files and wore a frown. Forest couldn’t really blame him. Digging through files and conducting online searches wasn’t really in Wen’s pay grade, but Forest didn’t want the whole company to know he was looking at this dating website. That meant no assistance from the tech crew or the administrative staff.

				Wen dumped the contents of his arms on the last open space on the edge of Forest’s desk. He removed a yellow legal pad from inside one and put it on top with a smack. “For you. The top includes a list of businessmen complaining about having negative personal information listed on the site.”

				“Is this everything?” Forest scanned the landscape in front of him. The files amounted to hours of work. Normally, he didn’t mind, but he had someone to occupy his extra hours right now, and it wasn’t Ryan Peterson.

				“All I can find.” Wen laid a hand on the top of the tallest stack. “The Need to Know website isn’t exactly open about its corporate structure.”

				“Ryan is on the warpath.” Forest had hung up from his third angry call of the day a few minutes ago.

				Ryan was going down and taking his family’s thirty-year-old company with him, so his desperation leaked into every word and action. There was nothing good about this situation, but his lies involved Forest and Forest couldn’t tolerate that.

				“It’s all bullshit,” Wen said.

				“Defending bullshit still costs money.” And Forest hated wasting money. He sat back and blew out a long breath. He definitely should have climbed back into bed with Jordan this morning instead of coming in to the landslide of media request for quotes. Denial wasn’t his thing, but it sounded good right about now.

				“Imagine how big a deal that is to a place like the website.” Wen absently paged through the few files at the top. “Of course, it might be better if the site goes under.”

				After all he’d heard from Jordan and Elle about the D.C. dating world, the thought of shutting down the site pissed Forest off. If it was true the women out there were wading through that level of bullshit, he wondered why there wasn’t a site before now. Whoever came up with it sat on a potential gold mine. Almost made Forest want a piece of it.

				“Why do you care?” Yeah, the place dug too deep and went too personal for his taste, but he understood the need for the service. Hell, he wouldn’t mind having one for fellow businessman on their work practices so he didn’t have to rely on his instincts all the time.

				“I’m just saying some people are upset.”

				To Forest’s way of thinking, someone was always upset about something. Welcome to reality. “And I’m thinking they shouldn’t act like dicks if they don’t want to be on the site.”

				Wen smiled. “You think it’s that simple?”

				“Nothing about this situation is simple, which is why I plan to poke around until I find someone affiliated with this website who will talk with me.”

				“And if you don’t?”

				Not an option as far as Forest was concerned. “I don’t lose, so I’ll find them.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Subject Request for Cameron Dillard: I know he has a bad-boy reputation, but I thought maybe it was overblown? —Member 401

				



				Need to Know Response: The site almost crashed from the number of members trying to sign on and warn you off.

				



				JORDAN’S HEAD FELL back. Her legs straddled Forest’s thighs and her hands clenched his shoulder and the pillows stacked behind him. She brought her body down one last time and pushed him deep inside.

				Naked except for her spiky heels, everything felt right. The comforter bunched around her knees and the soft creak of the headboard still echoed in the room when she collapsed on top of him.

				After riding him, guiding her body up and down on him until his breath came out in pants and his hands locked into fists on the sheets next to her, her breathing hammered in her chest. Her bones melted as she slid against him now in the aftermath. All she could feel was the soft caress of his hands up and down her back as his heartbeat thundered under her ear.

				He’d walked in the door tonight and they’d made it this far. No food. No talk. He’d grabbed her hand and walked her to the bedroom, stripping of their clothes as they went. After a day filled with closed-door meetings and never-ending phone calls, here they found silence.

				“That made every shitty hour today worth it.” His rough words vibrated under her cheek.

				She lifted her head and stared into those deep green eyes. “Ryan?”

				“You’re going to need to find some more ass words to describe him.”

				“I’m on it.”

				Forest brushed her hair off her face and over her shoulders. His fingers trailed down her throat to cup her breast. “But right now I like you right where you are.”

				Now that the fire had cooled, she noticed everything. The rough scrape of material against her legs being the most obvious. She glanced behind her before facing him again. “You didn’t even get your pants off, stud.”

				“I was eager.” He didn’t sound the least contrite. The kiss he placed on her nipple and sweep of his tongue suggested he was ready to find a new topic.

				So was she. The idea was dangerous and scary, but the truth always was. “I sat in the room during part of that meeting. I can be a witness—”

				“No.” Forest delivered the decision between kisses.

				Much more of that and she’d never get this out. She lifted his head and pressed her palms against his cheeks. “That was a quick answer.”

				He looked at her then. “I don’t want you involved. Don’t want him coming after you or threatening your ability to get work.”

				To think she’d once viewed this man as shallow and disconnected. Now she saw the real person behind the title and knew the conclusions she’d jumped to about him were dead wrong. Guilt smacked her, but she pushed it away. She’d been taught hard lessons and she applied them to Forest. Unfair but human, and she refused to apologize for that. She’d given him a chance, opened herself up. Now she saw him for what he really was—tough but decent.

				Ryan was dragging them all through the mud, but Forest insisted she stay clean. It was hot and sexy and tempted her to spill the secret she’d vowed never to share with anyone but Elle. Her insides shook and a wave of insecurity washed over her. She recognized the sensation for what it was—vulnerability. She’d learned the hard way not to trust. A lesson that got hammered into her over and over. But with him she wanted to dive in and risk it all.

				A buzz filled the room as her cell went off. Before she could stretch across him and grab it, Forest had it in his hand and gave it to her.

				“Mom, I’m assuming?” He didn’t sound angry or annoyed. More like resigned to the fact sleeping with her included regular check-ins from her mom.

				Jordan read the texts, all three of them. “Apparently John continues to be a winner. With her sex life in order, she’s asking how I am.”

				Forest’s hands fell to her waist. “How are you?”

				“Pretty damn satisfied.”

				He nodded. “Tell her that.”

				Why not? She typed in the message and hit Send. The response came almost on top of hers. “She wants to know if I’m having sex.”

				The woman knew. She always knew.

				“What?” He spun the phone around to look at it. “Damn, she did ask.”

				“Told you.”

				“Do you hide it from her?”

				“Why would I?” A strange question for other people, maybe, but for Jordan it felt natural to tell her mom.

				“Okay then.” He started typing.

				It was her turn to move and shift and try to get a good look at what he was doing. Looked like typing a message was the answer. “What are you saying?”

				“I’m giving her my name and telling her we’re in bed. Asking if you can get back to her later.”

				The conversation made her smile. The idea of proper Forest Redder talking sex with her mom was almost too weird for Jordan to wrap her mind around it. He should be repelled. Instead, he took it in stride. Just like he did with everything.

				She snagged the phone and saw his message. He hadn’t hit Send. She eyed him up. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

				“I plan to be around for a while, so I’m good if you are.”

				Wasn’t that the sexiest thing ever? “Done.”

				With the message sent and the phone down, she snuggled against his chest and used her finger to trace a pattern over the bare skin of his chest. “Why are you the black sheep of your family?”

				The question popped into her mind and hit her mouth a second later. She didn’t intend to ask. The answer pulled at her, but she understood privacy and was all set to honor that. Then she opened her mouth.

				For a long minute he held her while his hand rubbed up and down her back. He didn’t stiffen, but he didn’t start talking, either. The coolness of the air-conditioned room settled around them and the lamp burned bright on the nightstand. She’d just decided to sit up and make a flip comment about food to bring the lighter mood back, when she heard him sigh.

				“It’s not a pretty story.” He slipped the fingers of his free hand through hers. “My dad was one of the guys you talked about, like the men on that site. Terrible to women and happy to show off a string of mistresses in public, regardless of what it did to my mom.”

				Jordan closed her eyes on the wave of pain she heard in his deep voice. She bit back words of reassurance because she knew he didn’t want them. He was a strong man, full of pride, and it sounded as if every word ripped straight from his gut.

				“When I got old enough and had a position in the family business—textiles, by the way—I tried to stage a takeover. It wasn’t about me or a power grab. I wanted to knock him off stride and use the time and opportunity to give my mother a chance to get away from him and all his strict, unbending rules about how a Redder should live.”

				She knew the type. A nasty hypocrite. “The same rules he didn’t follow.”

				“Exactly.” Forest hugged her a little tighter. “He was pious and judgmental and thought the rules just didn’t apply to him.”

				“What happened?” Her voice came out scratchy and raw when she felt Forest kiss the top of her head.

				“People in the company feared him and I was young. They wanted a sure thing and he got a warning in time to build a defense.” Forest cleared his throat. “My mom sided with him.”

				Jordan sat up then and faced him. “What?”

				“They’ve been married for more than thirty-five years now. She is the dutiful wife. He is the philandering husband.”

				Forest held her gaze with an intensity that ripped away the last of her defenses. “And you got left behind in the fallout.”

				“Something like that.”

				“You did the right thing.” She kissed him then, quick and chaste. Not to rekindle the excitement, but to give some sort of comfort. It was her way of stopping the words that raced up her throat. The ones about being sorry. They sounded like pity and he didn’t need them.

				She didn’t feel that, anyway. She mourned his loss of family, but what overwhelmed her was his personal strength. His sense of right and wrong.

				“We all have family issues.” He said the words, let them hang out there.

				She knew he was asking without asking. “I didn’t know my father. He was one in a long line of men my mother used to support her. See, that’s her career. She uses sex and whatever other skills she has to hold men who should be home with their wives or anywhere without her.”

				His hand slipped to the back of her neck and his fingers started a gentle massage. “You’re nothing like her.”

				Jordan wasn’t sure they knew each other long enough for him to make that leap, but she accepted the compliment because it meant everything. “Most men in your position would run after being told something like that.”

				“Men can be idiots.”

				“No ‘like mother, like daughter’ concerns?” The question hovered there until she regretted asking it in a moment of insecure weakness.

				“Do you think I’m my father?”

				She didn’t hesitate. “No.”

				On some level she knew that was the truth. A man torn apart by his father’s antics wouldn’t run headlong into the same trap. And with his firm question, he answered hers. There was a strange comfort that came from having it all out there and meeting on a certain level of understanding.

				Well, not everything was out. A huge secret stood between them and the internal battle over telling him or keeping it quiet had her head pounding.

				“My fiancée left because I lost my position in the family firm.”

				Looked like there was more than one item still outstanding. This was her last question for him. The one Jordan wanted to ask, but couldn’t put into words because with the information she held back she didn’t think she deserved to know the answer to this one.

				But now she had it. “Men aren’t the only ones who can be idiots.”

				“Very true.” His finger danced over the tip of her chin. “We have something else we need to talk about.”

				She tensed, waiting for him to launch into a series of questions. If anyone could figure out her secret, it would be Forest. But that didn’t mean she had an answer prepared and ready to go. “Go ahead.”

				“If we’re going to keep seeing each other, and I hope to hell that’s the case, we need to think about your temp position.”

				Relief shot through her. This was about appearances and propriety. “I’ll tell my office Thursday is my last day.”

				He frowned at her. “I don’t want to cost you work. It’s just that—”

				“I get it.” Decent until the end. “I’d rather see you outside work than in.”

				The wrinkled brow didn’t ease. “Are you sure?”

				She let her hand wander down his chest and keep going. “Very.”

				* * *

				FOREST SAT IN his office three days later in the middle of a Saturday afternoon and stared at the information piled in front of him. He’d coaxed some of it out of the assistant in his office who he knew was a Need to Know member. Then there were the bits and pieces he collected from fellow businessmen and some stray comments on websites.

				He’d taken it apart and put it back together three times. It was all circumstantial, but it fit. The timing of when Jordan started her temp jobs, the locations, the men she worked for and how that coincided with the information confirmed by the Need to Know staff.

				Jordan might not run the site, but he’d bet the contents of his money market she was involved in some way.

				Since that first night together, he’d stayed there every night. Between quick runs home for clothes, he visited her. They ate, talked, had incredible sex. He’d shared things with her about his family and his ex that he never told anyone. From the second he met her, he’d been falling for her—something unexpected that he didn’t try to fight.

				And the whole time she’d been hiding a huge piece of information from him. He understood her motivation at the beginning, but she knew he had Ryan on his ass and spewing out lies. She did nothing to step up and help.

				He let his head drop back against the chair. No, that wasn’t true. She offered to assist him by telling what happened in that meeting. She just failed to tell him all the information he needed to know about everything else.

				And how fucking ironic was that?

				“Forest, you okay?”

				Her voice cut through the quiet room. He opened his eyes and slowly lifted his head. “Hey.”

				She smiled at him from across the room. Between that face and the trim dark jeans his mind sputtered. He wanted to be furious, but in some ways he was more numb than anything. He needed her to say it, to open up and confide in him.

				She walked over and stood across from him. Only a desk separated them. “You still want to have lunch or are you too busy?”

				“I’m working on the Need to Know website.”

				Her smile faltered. “What?”

				“I want to talk to the owner.”

				“How would that help?”

				All his suspicions gelled. Her pale face and the way she balled her hands into fists told him something clicked through her brain and she wasn’t sharing. After all those hours in bed, whispering in the dark, she held back.

				The reality of her deception nailed him like a kick to the stomach. “I’m thinking a united front against Ryan is the answer.”

				She clenched and unclenched her hands. “He doesn’t have any power. You told me that yourself.”

				“He’s the squeaky wheel and with other people wanting to dig behind the scenes at the website, men who feel like they’ve been burned, this is hanging around longer than it should.” Forest said anything to get her to admit the truth. He did want to talk with the owner and soon had to put the Ryan mess behind him, but mostly Forest wanted her to trust him enough to tell him.

				He wanted their time together to mean something to her.

				But he buried all of that under business talk. “I need to move the project forward, but I keep having to deal with this crap instead.”

				“What can I do?” For the first time since he met her, her voice sounded small and weak.

				Hell, she was right there. So close. “Is there anything you need to tell me?”

				“What?”

				“I’m asking. Not judging, not demanding. I only want to understand.”

				“I don’t...” Her voice trailed off and silence descended.

				He laid a hand on top of the legal pad in front of him. Her gaze zoomed in on the writing beneath. “Say anything, Jordan.”

				She shook her head. “It’s not that easy.”

				They’d at least moved to the same page. “It is.”

				“You don’t understand what it’s like—”

				“To build something?” He was up and out of his chair and standing right next to her. He grabbed her upper arms, forcing his hold to remain loose so he didn’t hurt her. “I sure as hell do. You know the story. I got kicked out of the family business and had to start over.”

				All the blood drained from her face. She rubbed a hand over her forehead as her body started to sway. “I needed somewhere to belong.”

				He’d lived that. He got it. He just needed her to say the words. “Tell me the truth.”

				She swallowed a few times. Words came out and sentences started. Then she stepped back, breaking the connection between them. “This isn’t just about me.”

				“I get that.”

				That determined chin lifted. “Frankly, Forest, this is my thing. It’s not about you. It’s not your business.”

				Her words hit him like a body slam and his hands fell to his sides. “You’re right, Jordan. It’s about us. Or I thought it was.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				A mix of anger and confusion pounded off her. He could see the conflicting emotions battling. She wanted to tell and was desperate to keep the information to herself.

				He decided to make it easier on her by backing away. It would be hell on him, but if she needed to stay in control this badly, because of her own dating history or her mom, fine. “I’m not sure there is an ‘us’ here.”

				Jordan’s eyes narrowed as her anger took the lead. “What are you saying?”

				It took every bit of strength in his body to walk away from her and head back to his side of the desk. He dropped onto his chair and picked up the telephone. He didn’t have anyone to call, but he needed something to hold on to.

				“I have work to do.” He dismissed her without looking up.

				“Don’t do this.”

				He refused to look at her and see whatever emotions played on her face. He would not give in this time. “When you’re ready to talk, let me know. In the meantime, I’m going to handle this Ryan nonsense once and for all.”

				“How?”

				This time he did look up. Saw her face ravaged with pain and wide eyes stark with fear. He fought back the wave of caring and the side of him that wanted to fix this for her and focused on her refusal to let him in. “I’m thinking you don’t need to know.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Subject Request for Allan Heard: Went to his house and looked in an extra bedroom. There was this swing. Thoughts?

				



				Response from Member 2: Honey, he is a genius with that swing. Go for it!

				



				FIVE DAYS LATER Jordan hovered over her laptop, waiting for the link to pop up. The news teased an interview with Forest about the Need to Know website. She should be panicked about exposure, but all she could think about was losing him. Not having him in bed beside her.

				She’d dragged around, cursing every hour since that scene in Forest’s office. He stood there, practically begging her to open up and she couldn’t find the words. She’d been tempted and on the verge, but then a lifetime of desperate visions flashed through her head. Her mother depending on this man and that one. The promises they made to her and how she got stuck as each one moved on to someone else.

				Forest wasn’t like any of them, but he wasn’t the problem. She was. Fears swamped her and old insecurities rushed over her. The idea of letting him in had the air rattling in her chest and her stomach dropping to the floor.

				After all her examples of what not to do and a string of Mr. Wrongs, she hesitated at that final step. Forest offered her opportunity after opportunity. Even now, giving her a daily call that started and ended with one simple question—is there anything you want to tell me? She begged him to come over, but his response was always the same. That damn question.

				And Elle wasn’t any better. She was a one-woman cheerleader for Forest’s cause. Even now she paced the small space in front of the window.

				She stopped and threw up her hands. “What are we doing here?”

				“Work.”

				“You’re sitting there, waiting to read whatever Forest says in his interview. Call and ask him.”

				She’d tried that several times, but he wouldn’t budge off that question. The more he asked, the more entrenched she became. “He has the power to unmask me.”

				“Something you should have done.”

				A part of Jordan knew that was true. She’d traveled down this weird, lonely road for so long that she didn’t know how to step off.

				She got up and headed for the kitchen. “We’re not having this argument again.”

				“You’ve been kicking around here, sad and depressed for days. Since I love you, I will say what you should already know, what with you being a smart girl and all.”

				Jordan held up a hand. Not that a gesture would ever stop Elle. “Don’t.”

				“You have feelings for him. Serious feelings. Like, falling-for-him feelings.”

				The words sliced through Jordan. The truth cut right to the bone.

				It took her until this morning to realize that’s what all of this was about. She’d been hurt and unsure coming out of her last train wreck of a relationship. She’s been so sure about the kind of man she needed next. Not someone like Forest. The exact opposite was the answer. But her heart flipped when she saw him, and the sound of his voice had the power to make her weak.

				Her vulnerability, her attraction to him, scared the hell out of her. It shouldn’t be like this. “I’ve only known him a short time.”

				Elle snorted. “Because that’s the test.”

				Jordan walked to the kitchen and back to her chair. It was mindless, aimless movement. “I made a promise not to tell.”

				“It is your secret. You can tell whomever you want, and he gave you the opening to tell him.” Elle sat on the arm of the couch and stared at Jordan as if willing her to believe.

				“He practically demanded it.”

				“I know trust is hard for you.”

				“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” Every word hammered a crack in Jordan’s defenses. She had so little shield left.

				The days without seeing Forest broke her. In such a short amount of time she switched from not knowing him to not wanting to be without him. And how sick was that? Maybe she was more like her mother than she pretended to be. So easily caught up in a man that she forgot her promises and moved his needs to the top of her list.

				Her computer dinged. “Here it is.”

				Elle came around to Jordan’s side of the computer. “The article?”

				“It’s a video clip.” The little start arrow was right there, taunting her.

				Elle reached across the keyboard. “Hit Play.”

				“Yeah, I know how this works.” Jordan got to it first. Her finger hovered, but she didn’t push.

				Elle sighed. “You’re stalling.”

				With a deep inhale, Jordan clicked the link. Forest’s face filled the screen. He stood there in his sharp suit, looking in command and a little tired. She wanted to touch the screen, but knew that bordered on pathetic. After a few introductory remarks, they got to the good stuff. Forest’s deep voice broke through her small condo.

				“Despite all the accusations, I ended the deal with Ryan Peterson and his company due to performance evaluations. I am trying to be respectful here, but this had to do with management flaws and financial concerns. This was a business decision unrelated to his personal life.”

				Elle lifted a fist in the air. “Score one for the hottie.”

				Jordan wasn’t quite ready to celebrate. Every word he spoke was the truth, but he still held the power to mess up her world. And when he opened his mouth again, she feared the end was coming.

				“But I would like to say that I find nothing wrong with the Need to Know site. Dating isn’t easy and women do need to protect themselves, because not every man is worth trusting. But some of us are.”

				He looked straight into the camera as he delivered that last part. She expected a rush of relief, but it never came. The flipping sensation in her stomach didn’t ease. He supported her and she walked away. The reality of that disparity made her dizzy.

				The final question had to do with his dating status. She held her breath, waiting for him to declare he was single.

				“I’m in a relationship, but that’s all the comment you’re getting on that.”

				Jordan had to grab on to the edge of the desk to keep from falling over. A relationship. The scared and insecure part of her shouted that he meant someone else, but deep down she knew that wasn’t true. He was talking directly to her.

				Elle slapped her hand against the desk. “Well, there you go.”

				Too stunned to say anything coherent and still reeling, Jordan went with the obvious. “He didn’t out me.”

				“That man just made a huge gesture. He kept your secret and gave you that flirty smile through the camera.”

				Jordan saw it all the same way. “I don’t—”

				“Don’t think. Don’t try to reason it all out. Feel.” Elle slipped to her knees beside Jordan. “You deserve this. You get to be happy, too, and I’m thinking this guy could be it.”

				The denials died in her throat. “He’s everything that’s always scared the crap out of me.”

				“And he’s proven over and over that he’s worth the risk. If I were you, I’d go to his office and drag him back to bed. Or finally try that desk chair.” Elle shrugged. “Your choice.”

				“I’m just supposed to walk in there and spill it?” Jordan knew that would be the scariest walk of her life.

				“The man made his big play. Now it’s your turn.”

				“You know I’m terrified.” He could turn her away. He could be a jerk. Anything could happen. The interview went well, but Jordan knew how quickly the wind could change.

				“The only worthwhile risks are the big ones.” Elle hugged Jordan. “But you know that.”

				Jordan held on. “Really?”

				“You are a woman who created a business and is building something on your own. You get risks.”

				Her friend always knew the right thing to say. “I love you, you know.”

				“Then listen to me and go after your man.”

				* * *

				THREE HOURS LATER Forest sat in his office and tried to ignore Wen. The man wasn’t making that task easy, since he kept hovering and even now leaned in the doorway with one leg crossed over each other.

				“That interview was impressive,” he said.

				Not exactly what Forest was going for, but he appreciated the support. “Yeah, you’re not the one I was trying to win over.”

				“I’m hoping I was.” Jordan’s voice cut through the room.

				Forest’s head popped up and he jumped from his chair, nearly knocking it over behind him. “Jordan?”

				Wen smiled down at her as she brushed past him wearing one of those dresses that held together with a tie in the front. He looked her up and down, then winked. “About time you showed up.”

				She stopped long enough to place a hand on Wen’s crossed arms. “I’m slow, but I make up for that with staying power.”

				As far as Forest was concerned there was one too many people in the room. “Wen, disappear.”

				“Yes, sir.” Wen didn’t even try to hide his grin as he shuffled out and closed the door behind him.

				Forest wanted to rush to her, but he forced his body to stay still. She needed to make all the moves this time. He’d laid it all out there, gave as much of a public plea for her as he could without causing more trouble for her business. “You heard the interview.”

				“Yes, but I didn’t need to, to know I owed you an apology.”

				Shit. “That’s not what I want from you.”

				“You’re getting it anyway.” She pointed to his chair. “Sit.”

				Now, this was the Jordan who haunted his dreams all week. Feisty and in charge, knowing what she wanted and how to get it.

				So, he obeyed. Hell, right now he’d do just about anything to get them back on track. “Fair enough.”

				“As you’ve probably guessed, I’ve spent my life trying not to be my mom.”

				“You are not her.” He had no idea how she could think that. The differences were so obvious. He didn’t have to spend even a second to come up with the list. “You might have her charm, but your drive and will are your own.”

				“I love her and would fight to protect her, but growing up with her affected me.” Jordan came around to his side of the desk and leaned against it, right at the side of his leg. “I saw what was happening and let it taint how I dealt with relationships. I rushed to do the opposite of what she did, to not look to men for security.”

				“You pushed me away.”

				“I did and I’m sorry.” She stood there. “I was just so sure the answer was to limit the uses in my life for men.”

				“We do have some skills.” He was working on listening and accepting. “Sometimes, if you let us, we can be a partner.”

				“Definitely.” She slid in closer.

				He held her face in his hands. “And, for the record, you are independent and fierce. You are not someone who wants other people to pay for her.”

				She smiled. “You get me.”

				“I have been proud of you, impressed by you, since day one of meeting you.” Forest hated to walk into a bad topic, but the words needed to be said. “And if Ryan somehow still outs you, you’ll handle it because that is who you are.”

				“You’ll stand by me.”

				“Always.”

				He thought she’d wiggle her way to stand between his legs, but she did something even better. She pushed him back into his chair and dropped into his lap. One hand went to the back of his neck and the other pressed against his chest.

				He shifted to get more comfortable. “I like this position.”

				“Shh.” She put a finger over his lips. “My turn for admitting things isn’t over yet.”

				He nodded, afraid to say the wrong thing and scare her away. He went for draping his arm across her legs and pulling her in tighter instead.

				“When you came along, I got it in my head that wanting you so much, so fast, meant I was turning into her. I was ready to put aside all my personal vows about keeping the website quiet and mine and private. I wanted to share with you.”

				The last bit of tension twisted in his gut broke free. A feeling he could describe only as hope spiraled through him. “Why didn’t you?”

				“Because I wanted it to stay mine.”

				“And now?” He’d pull every word out of her if he had to. With her history, he knew this level of intimacy was hard for her. Having lost so much of his family, he craved it. Being burned by family, she revolted.

				“I wanted to keep you at a distance.” She spread her fingers against his shirt and the coolness of her skin seeped into him. “But not anymore.”

				“Sweet hell, I hope not.” His free hand traveled up her back, soothing even as he dragged her closer.

				“I own the website. It’s all mine.” She smiled as she said the words. The pride bubbled up and out of her and flowed all over both of them. “It’s not part of some revenge scheme as people are saying. It’s about filling a need. Building something.”

				A concept he understood well. “I know.”

				“Yeah, you do, don’t you?” She leaned in and kissed him, but pulled back before he could stop her.

				“Can I talk now?” He trapped her hand against his chest. “Because if I can, I want to say you’re quite the entrepreneur. It’s pretty amazing what you’ve accomplished. You have most of D.C. watching.”

				“I could use some advice about expanding and when to reveal my identity, if at all.”

				This is what he wanted. The give and take. “Ask anything. We’ll talk it through. Just the two of us.”

				“And Elle.”

				He chuckled. “I figured she was in on this.”

				“I do need you to know I trust you.”

				Tension eased out of him. “I know that from the way you’re talking now. From the fact you came to the office.”

				She brought their joined hands to her mouth and kissed the back of his. “It scares me to need you and I’ll probably mess up and get plowed under by all my insecurities, but with you I want to try. All I’m asking for is time and understanding.”

				“The fact you’re sitting here, telling me all of this, proves you trust me.” He couldn’t hold back another second. He leaned in and kissed her. Not deep, but firm to let her know he wanted more but could wait. “That’s all I wanted.”

				“All?”

				“Well, there’s some naked stuff and the part where I am dying to pull the end of this knot, but for now I’m good with trust.” He toyed with the material belt around her waist, wondering the whole time if she wore anything underneath. He sure as hell hoped not. “You see, we need that if we’re going to go forward, and I am desperate to move forward with you. We’ve built businesses. Now I want something deeper, just for us.”

				Her smile almost sparkled now. “You’re comparing my site to your multimillion dollar business?”

				One more insecurity he needed to help her conquer. “We all start somewhere. I’m betting you work as hard, if not harder, than I do.”

				“I want you to know I believe, deep to my soul, you’re different.”

				He didn’t know how desperate he was for the words until he heard them. Something deep and dark inside him burst open. All those years of looking in and missing what he’d lost, no matter how dysfunctional it was. With the comfort of family gone, he leaned on Wen. Now he wanted to lean with her.

				“Any chance that’s a sign you’re falling for me.” It actually hurt to force the words out. They were new and his feelings grew and shifted as the days went by, but he knew the truth. She was the one. It would take time and some healing, but she was it.

				She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m definitely falling.”

				The last of his worries washed away. He could handle scandal and Ryan and anything else their relationship brought down on them. “Good, because I didn’t want to jump alone.”

				Her hand brushed over his hair. “So, we’re dating.”

				“Only each other.”

				“Then I have one more thing to give you.” She dipped her hand into her bra.

				“Does it have something to do with the tie to the dress, because I’m having a hard time concentrating on anything else at the moment.” She shifted her position and his erection fit into the space between her thighs. “Oh, that works.”

				“Here.” She held something between her fingers.

				He tried to focus, but the combination of her body and her smell had his brain misfiring. He blinked a few times. “A key?”

				“To my condo. My life is there—business and personal—and I want you to have it. No locked doors. No restrictions on what you can see or where you go.”

				The gesture was about so much more than easy entrance to her place. It was a vow of sorts. “I’ll have one made for my place for you tomorrow.”

				She laughed. “I haven’t even seen your house yet.”

				“We’ll go there. Later.” He glanced at the closed door. “First, I want to show you what I can do in this chair.”

				She reached for his hand and put it on the end of the belt tie. She gave it a gentle tug. “You’re the boss.”
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