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“Simon Brant does not want to have sex with me!”

“Are you sure about that?” The words were spoken in a deep, masculine voice from behind her.

Her heart plummeting to her toes, she spun around with the cell phone stuck to the side of her head like a hi-tech earmuff. Simon lounged in the guest room doorway; the formerly closed door swung carelessly against the wall.

She opened her mouth, but the only thing that came out was air. Jill was saying something, but Amanda couldn’t make any sense of it. She was too busy hyper ventilating from embarrassment.

“Simon,” she choked out.

“Yes, Simon. You’re obviously interested in the man.” Jill’s impatient voice in her ear had a dreamlike quality to it.

Reality was six feet, two inches of masculine perfection and a sardonic gleam in gunmmetal gray eyes.

“Jill,” she said, breaking into her friend’s familiar tirade on Amanda’s lack of a love life.

“What?”

“Simon’s here. I think he wants to talk to me.”

Jillian’s gasp was audible. “Simon’s there?”

“Yes.”

“How much did he hear?” Her friend’s whisper was too little, way too late.

“Enough.”
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Prologue

Thunk.

Pain jarred through Amanda’s shoulder as the baseball bat connected with the treadmill, but the darn thing didn’t even shift. The black metal monster taunted her just as it had for the past two years. Her nemesis.

The symbol of her husband’s dissatisfaction with her body.

Of her failure as a woman.

Swinging the bat in a high arc above her head, she then brought it down with all the force of the anger and despair warring inside her.

Thunk.

This time the pain was so great her fingers flexed open in an involuntary spasm and she dropped the bat.

“No. You aren’t going to win!”

For one horrifying second, she saw herself as someone else might see her—a madwoman in a Jackie-O dress and heels, attacking a piece of exercise equipment with a baseball bat and screaming at it as if it were animate.

She didn’t care. She hated that pile of molded metal as much as she hated what she’d allowed herself to become. She bent over, her shoulder and arm throbbing, and grabbed the bat again. Melodious chimes, discordant with her mood, halted her mid-swing.

She spun on her heel and stomped through the perfect Southern California showplace that had never felt like a home. Sun glinted off the polished tile floor of the foyer, causing a white glare that hurt eyes gritty from crying.

She didn’t want to deal with a visitor. Didn’t even know if she could. It was probably someone for Lance. Today was Saturday, golf day. Her husband usually spent it with his tanned and toned business associates on one of the many prestigious private courses found along the Southern California coast. Only, today, Lance was otherwise occupied.

Which was something she had every intention of telling whoever was on the other side of that door, right before telling them to go away.

It would serve the lying swine right if she told his visitor just what was occupying her faithless wretch of a husband.

Red hair sticking up in a wild tangle showed through the glass semicircle insert in the door. Jillian. Thank you, God. Amanda could deal with Jillian. Jill would understand. Heck, she’d probably ask for her own bat.

Amanda yanked the door open. More sunlight glared and little black spots wavered before her eyes, obscuring the flamboyantly dressed woman in front of her. “Hey, Jill.”

“Amanda! What happened?” Jillian swept inside with her usual dramatic flair, her Day-Glo[image: e9780758269317_img_8482.gif] orange dress competing with the sunlight for brightness. “I came by to talk you into some serious mall-walking, but you look like you’re competing with Tammy Fay what’s-her-name for the Miss Raccoon title.”

Amanda scrubbed at the hot wetness on her face with one hand. “I’m thinking more along the lines of Lorena Bobbit.”

“What did that SOB do this time?”

Amanda almost laughed. Almost, but she couldn’t quite make it. Jillian was the only person in her life who considered Lance less than an ideal husband.

“You’re implying that he makes a habit of screwing me over.” Which couldn’t be further from the truth.

Jillian’s brightly painted lips twisted in a grimace. “He’s a condescending jerk who wouldn’t know a truly sexy woman if she fell on her knees in front of him and offered him a blow job.”

Humiliation mixed with anger as Amanda recalled doing almost exactly that—and getting turned down. A sob tore from her already raw throat and she felt her knees buckle. Wiry but strong arms wrapped around her, stopping her descent to the floor. A string of curses that would do any movie director in Hollywood proud stung Amanda’s eardrums.

“Come on, honey.” The familiar fragrance of Jillian’s perfume wrapped around her, as soothing as her friend’s voice. “Let’s go in the kitchen and get you something to drink. You look a little shocky.”

Shock didn’t begin to describe how Amanda was feeling. “He was in his office. He was naked, Jill. It’s been so long since I saw him that way, I almost didn’t recognize him.” Her pathetic joke fell flat as another keening wail snaked up from her battered soul. She gulped and breathed before trying to talk again. “He wasn’t alone.”

“I kinda figured that, you being so upset and all. I didn’t think him jacking-off to a copy of Playboy would have left you white-faced and shaking.”

That did make her laugh, just one small, choked giggle, but it was better than the crying that had been making her throat raw for the past two hours.

“So, who was it? The new paralegal?”

Three little words. Who was it? And it all came rushing back. Walking into the anteroom of his plush law office. The sounds coming from the other side of his door in an otherwise silent building. The mesmeric pull of those sounds. The long walk across deeply piled carpet, making no sound herself except for shallow breathing that seemed to grow thinner with each step. The feel of the cold doorknob under her hand. The excruciating slowness as she turned it. The door swinging inward on silent hinges and the tableau that burned like acid against her mind’s eye.

“No. Not his assistant.” Amanda stopped abruptly, pulling Jillian to a standstill beside her. She leaned back against the white wall, needing the support, the connection with something solid and real. “He was with . . .”

She took a deep breath and Jillian waited for Amanda to continue, for once totally silent.

She closed her eyes, trying to block the picture swimming before them, but the image only grew more prominent against the inside of her eyelids. “He was standing there. Naked.” She’d already said that. “He wasn’t alone.”

Jillian didn’t remind her she’d already said that too and Amanda was grateful.

“He had his arms around a woman. She was up against the wall. H-he was inside her. Standing up. I don’t know who she is.” Amanda didn’t know if she could finish it. “A m-man was standing behind him, only he wasn’t just standing. Lance was . . . he was . . .” She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t repeat the exact nature of the threesome’s lewd activity, couldn’t tell her best friend who the man copulating with her husband had been.

She didn’t even want to think it. The double betrayal was ripping her guts out.

“Both of them? He was screwing both of them?”

Amanda’s eyes flew open at Jillian’s shriek and she stared into green eyes dilated by the same shock that had her trapped.

“Yes. Well, Lance was doing it to the woman and the other man was doing it to him.” Even saying it made her sick and she felt bile rise in her throat.

Jillian followed her mad dash to the bathroom, handed her a glass of water afterward and kept up a steady stream of cursing the whole time. “What did you do?” This time her friend’s voice came out in a whisper.

“They were really into what they were doing. They didn’t notice me. So, I snuck out.”

“He doesn’t know you saw him?”

Amanda shook her head, her formerly neat French twist rubbing against the wall. She could feel hanks of her long hair coming loose and settling against her shoulders.

“What’s the bat for?”

Her mouth twisted. “I was trying to beat up the treadmill, but it didn’t work. The damn thing is indestructible.”

Jillian made one of the expressive sounds she was so good at. “Honey, you said the d-word. Next thing I know, you really will be sharpening the knives.”

Amanda grimaced. “I’d rather destroy the treadmill. I can’t go to prison for that one.”

Jillian nodded, her red hair waving like some mad monkey on top of her head. “You’ve got a point.”

The next thing Amanda knew Jillian had grabbed her wrist and she was being dragged toward the garage. “Come on, I bet even Lance has a cordless screwdriver. All men have them. Even men who don’t know the difference between a flathead and a Phillips. They’re status symbols or something.”

“And do you know what to do with one?”

“Sure. I’ve been living on my own since I was seventeen. I even know how to use a snake on a backed-up toilet.”

Amanda chose not to comment on that dubious accomplishment.

Ten minutes later, she and Jillian were both armed with cordless screwdrivers. Her husband, who Jillian had guessed rightly wouldn’t know how to use one, had not merely one, but three screwdrivers. All different models.

It didn’t take long for Amanda to get the hang of using the tool under the competent instruction of her friend. Soon, the whirring of the battery-powered motors mixed with metal scraping against metal. Before long, the treadmill lay around them in pieces. They moved onto the Stair Master and even managed to dismantle the pneumatic weight bench.

Amanda squeezed the trigger on her screwdriver, making it whir noisily. “This is really therapeutic. I wish my aerobics tapes could be dealt with the same way.”

Jill grinned. “Hey, the baseball bat oughtta work on those.”

It did, but Amanda still felt dissatisfied. She needed more. She’d spent two years married to the food and exercise gestapo and she wanted revenge. She let the bat fall to her side and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “It’s not enough.”

Jillian’s eyes twinkled with a look that had been scaring those who knew her since before she could talk. “Come on.”

Amanda followed her into the entertainment room and her gaze fell on the giant screen TV that filled up half of an entire wall, Lance’s newest and most prized toy. She swiveled her head and met Jillian’s eyes. Their green depths reflected the same sense of purpose beating a rhythm in Amanda’s breast. It took a lot longer than the treadmill and they both had to jump out of the way when the heavy screen crashed to the floor, splintering into pieces, but when they were done, she felt better than she had in months.

They both stood, staring at the remains of the exorbitantly expensive piece of equipment, and then Jillian looked up. “Anything else?”

Amanda thought about it. She could think of several things it would bother her husband to lose, but her blind desire for destruction seemed to be satisfied.

“No. I just want to pack my stuff and get out of here.”

A curious sense of relief was beginning to pervade her being as she realized she never again had to suffer the critical comments and sexual rejection that typified her marriage to Lance. She was tired of feeling like a failure.

Maybe her womanly attributes were overblown in comparison to the boyishly thin chick her husband had been boinking. Maybe she was too pale for Southern California beauty, too short, too chesty, too hippy, too pretty much everything, but who said a woman was defined by her sex appeal?

She was on the inside fast track at Extant Corporation. Investing her time, energy and emotion in her career made more sense than giving those precious resources to her jerk of a husband, or any other man for that matter.

One thing was certain—she was never going to make the mistake of giving a man the power to hurt her again.




Chapter 1

With an accuracy born of years of practice, Simon brought the katana down in a precise arc that left the silk scarf hanging in two even sections from the hooks in the ceiling. Moving into the next position, he swung the Korean sword in a horizontal path that sent two scraps of red silk fluttering to the floor.

Pushing his muscles to the burning point, he worked through his form three times and completed an entire set of stretching exercises before taking care of his katana and hanging it back on the wall of his private gym. A few swipes with a small towel took care of the wet sheen of sweat on his chest and arms.

He crossed the room and turned out the lights, leaving as the only source of light the moon’s rays filtering in through the windows that made up one wall of his gym. Returning to the center of the room, he sank to a cross-legged position on the floor mat. The dark waters of the Puget Sound glimmered, their cold depths calling to the chill in his soul as they always did.

He’d built his home on an island, less than an hour’s ferry journey from the mainland and only two hours from Seattle. The perfect location for a man who liked his privacy, it was also easy access to the technology resources he needed for his research.

The entire computer industry was racing to see who could develop a usable prototype of a fiber-optic processor, and he was determined to be the first. It was that need that had sent him in here looking for clarity of mind and an easing of the physical tension that always accompanied his deep immersion in a project.

He hadn’t found it. His mind, usually so clear after a workout, spun from one thought to another.

For some reason, instead of focusing on the results of his most recent experiments, old memories demanded his attention tonight. Memories he would have been happy to bury into oblivion, five-year-old memories that had no place in his life today.

He could see Elaine’s face, the beautiful features taut with stress, her eyes glistening with tears as she said good-bye. “You’ve got to understand, Simon. You live in the shadows. I want to live in the light. Eric likes being around people. You’re always looking for excuses to avoid them. You want to spend all your time in that stupid lab of yours. A woman can’t live like that.”

He remembered each word verbatim.

A woman can’t live like that.

At the time, he had wanted to believe she was wrong, that she’d been making excuses for her own choices. But five years on, he had to concede she was probably right.

After Elaine, he hadn’t had a relationship that lasted long enough for him to even start considering marriage. His infrequent girlfriends invariably bailed after the novelty of the sex wore off. He was too intense. Insensitive to their needs. Too wrapped up in his designs and experiments. Too cold. Too uncommunicative.

Some had even decided after having sex, that he was just too big. He wasn’t a monster, but damn it, he couldn’t help the fact he was not average.

He wanted marriage. A family. A life like the one he had known so long ago before his mother’s death, one that had warmth and companionship. Hell if he knew how to go about procuring one, though. He didn’t know how to turn down the intensity. He could no more give up his computer experiments than he could will his sex to stay at half-mast during intercourse.

His current project fascinated and challenged him in a way that nothing, particularly no woman, had since he was six years old and programmed his first robot. So, why was he letting old memories taunt him?

But he knew. Eric’s ecstatic voice over the phone. Elaine was pregnant with their second child. He was hoping for a girl this time. Simon wasn’t jealous of his cousin’s relationship with Elaine. He had accepted a long time ago that they made a more natural couple than he and Elaine had ever done.

The fact that their relationship had never progressed to the bedroom should have clued him in long before Elaine’s big good-bye scene. But part of his problem, he freely admitted, was a certain amount of cluelessness where women were concerned.

Simon counted Elaine as both family and friend now, just the same as Eric. He made himself a frequent visitor to their home so he could spend time with them and their little boy. The kid called him Uncle Simon and he liked it. It made him feel like he belonged to someone.

But none of that changed the velocity of the lonely winds that howled through his soul as he contemplated a bleak future.

He picked up one of the pieces of red silk that had landed near where he sat. It was soft against his skin, but so light it weighed almost nothing. If he closed his eyes, it would be like it wasn’t even there.

Just like him.

Sometimes he thought if he closed his eyes long enough, he would cease to exist, fading into the cold mists that often surrounded his home.

 


 



Amanda mentally went over the game plan for her upcoming meeting with the president of Brant Computers as the elevator made its ascent.

She could barely believe her luck. When she had put the proposal for a friendly merger before the Executive Management Team at Extant Corporation, she hadn’t been sure they’d go for it. She’d been almost positive if they did pursue her plan, they would choose someone higher in the management hierarchy to negotiate terms.

That hadn’t happened. She’d been chosen over several colleagues to make the initial approach to Eric Brant. He had been receptive and the Executive Management Team had appointed her point man for negotiations.

Her boss had wanted her to take a team with her, but she had convinced him the rapport she had established with Eric could be undermined if other negotiators were introduced at this juncture. Daniel had acceded to her arguments, allowing her to make the trip to Port Mulqueen, Washington, to talk to the president of Brant Computers alone.

Her relief had been enormous since a representative from the company’s law firm had been one of the suggested team members. It was inevitable that she have business dealings with her ex-husband given that his firm handled all of Extant’s legal issues, but the last thing she wanted was for her first really big break with her company to depend on Lance Rogers’s cooperation.

So far, negotiations had gone very well indeed.

She watched the buttons light up as the elevator went past one floor after another without stopping to pick up further passengers. She willed each little circle to lighten and darken without the elevator stopping. She didn’t want any delays in her meeting with Eric Brant today, not even small ones.

She wasn’t nervous, not exactly. Just impatient. It was a honey of a deal. She couldn’t imagine Brant’s board of directors not going for it. Not once she’d gotten buy-in from the company president and that’s what she was here for. After his encouraging reaction to her first proposal, she wasn’t expecting a lot of resistance.

When the deal closed, she’d be one step closer to that position on the Executive Management Team she coveted. At twenty-six, she was the youngest female junior executive in the firm. Her goal was to be the youngest executive, male or female, and she was two years into a five-year plan to make that happen. Her plan would get a major boost when she successfully negotiated the merger with Brant Computers.

A smile of professional satisfaction hovered on her lips as the elevator doors slid open. She adjusted the strap of her purse over the shoulder of her ultraprofessional, favorite red blazer and tightened her grip on her briefcase before stepping out of the elevator. Taking a cleansing breath, she walked toward the semicircular desk in the center of the large reception area. Her two-inch heels made whisper soft noises on the carpet that seemed to fit with the soft music playing in the background and the almost silent clicking of the receptionist’s keyboard as she worked at her computer.

Amanda stopped in front of the desk and a blonde of indeterminate age turned to greet her. “Ms. Zachary?”

“Yes.” Amanda smiled.

“I’ll just call Mr. Brant’s executive assistant and let her know you’re here.”

The receptionist picked up the phone, dialed a number and spoke into the mouthpiece attached to her headset. As she listened to what was being said, her gaze flitted to Amanda and then back to her computer screen. “All right. I’ll tell her.”

She hung up the phone. “Mr. Brant’s earlier meeting has run over. If you would like to take a seat, his executive assistant will come for you when he’s finished.”

Amanda acquiesced with carefully concealed impatience, seating herself in an armchair on the wall opposite the elevator. She ignored the magazines laid out in an attractively arranged pile, in order to spend her time waiting in thought.

What was going on?

It could be that a meeting had legitimately gone overtime. The man was president of a major company after all. He could also be exercising psychological strategy in making her wait. But to what purpose? Her previous meetings with Eric had led her to believe he was as excited about the possible merger as she was.

Several minutes passed before an older woman in a dove-gray suit cut in classic lines approached Amanda. “Ms. Zachary?”

Amanda stood. “You must be Fran.” She had spoken to the executive assistant several times on the phone, but this was their first opportunity to meet.

The older woman’s mouth tilted slightly in what might be considered a smile. “Yes, won’t you come this way?”

Amanda got up and followed the other woman. They stopped in front of double doors, one of which was cracked open a few inches.

“What the hell is the matter with you, Eric?” The deeply masculine voice came out in even tones, but was laced with unmistakable anger. “This is a family held company. Merging with Extant would destroy everything our grandfather and fathers built here.”

“Nonsense.” Eric’s voice sounded conciliatory, but louder than the other man’s. “Look, Simon, you promised to give her a fair hearing and I’m holding you to your word.”

“I would have promised anything to get Elaine to turn off the waterworks, including listening to some snake-oil salesman’s pitch.”

“Our arguing upset my wife, and Amanda Zachary is no snake-oil salesman.”

Before the other man could respond, the executive assistant had knocked on the already opened door.

The voices ceased abruptly.

Fran pushed the door open. “Eric, Ms. Zachary is here.”

There were two men in the room. One stood in front of the windows so his face and expression were cast in shadow, but she could tell he was big, easily six-foot-two.

The other man wasn’t quite so massive. His sandy brown hair and engaging smile gave him a look of boyish charm, but his blue eyes glinted with unmistakable intelligence. “Thank you, Fran. We’ll take it from here.”

The other woman turned and left. For one completely insane moment, Amanda wanted to call her back. The brooding presence of the man by the window unnerved her.

Then Eric caught her attention by coming forward to take her hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Amanda.”

She shook his hand, being sure to grasp it firmly. “The pleasure is mine. I’m looking forward to our discussion.”

Or rather, she had been before this other man had entered the equation.

Eric released her hand and turned slightly. “Amanda, this is my cousin, Simon Brant. He’s in charge of research and development for Brant Computers. Simon, this is Amanda Zachary, the representative from Extant Corporation.”

Simon stepped away from the window and she got her first clear view of the man. She knew her negotiator’s smile had slipped a little, but she couldn’t help it. Simon Brant was a force of nature. Dark exotic looks mixed with a smoldering presence in a Molotov cocktail that set something on fire inside her, something she had been absolutely sure no longer even existed.

Desire. Hot. Molten. Unstoppable. And it washed through her body as if her receptors had forgotten, or never even known, that she wasn’t a very sexual person. She felt betrayed by her body. Now was not the time for it to rediscover long-dormant feminine hormones.

Everything important to her was on the line with this deal.

“M-Mr. Brant.” Great. She’d stuttered. She never tripped over her words, not since going through an endless series of speech therapy sessions as a child. However, she’d also never met a man who looked like a cross between a Scottish warlord and Apache chief.

She put out her hand and wished to Heaven she’d ignored the urge for politeness when his big, warm fingers enclosed hers.

For the space of seconds, she didn’t speak. Couldn’t speak. Something elemental and downright terrifying passed from his hand to hers as he completed the shake.

“Ms. Zachary.”

“Call me Amanda.” The words slipped out, unbidden. She wouldn’t have taken them back if she could. It would be awkward to have his cousin calling her by her first name while Simon stuck with the more formal address.

He dropped her hand, his gray eyes roaming over her with tactile intensity. “Simon.”

That was it. Just his name, but she knew what he meant.

“Now that the introductions are over, why don’t we all sit down?” Eric’s voice sounded far away and Amanda had to force herself to decipher the words before nodding her agreement.

Despite the fact it was Eric’s office, Simon led the way. He waited for her to sit in an armchair across the room from Eric’s large executive desk. Eric and Simon sat at either end of the matching black leather sofa, with Simon taking the end furthest from her. She should have felt relief that his choice had given her a reprieve from his proximity, but the angle at which they sat gave him a clear view of her and vice versa.

It was an effort to turn her attention to Eric. “I didn’t realize your cousin would be joining us for the meeting.”

“It’s a family held company, Amanda.” Simon gave special inflection to her name. “I’m family and I happen to own a sizable chunk of the business.”

“I see.” She smiled tentatively. “But I had the impression from Eric that none of the other family played a principal role in management of the company.”

“That’s true.” Eric gave Simon a hard look. “I’m the president of the company and my cousin rarely shows interest in my day-to-day decision making.”

“I don’t call proposing a merger with one of our chief competitors your average day-to-day decision. Wouldn’t you agree, Amanda?”

He’d put her on the spot and, in all honesty, she couldn’t gainsay him. “It is a big decision, but certainly not one Eric has entertained lightly. We’ve been discussing the possibilities and ramifications of a merger for several weeks now.”

“It’s a pity I wasn’t brought in before this then, because you’ve wasted your time talking to my cousin. I’ll never approve what you propose.”

“You don’t own controlling interest in the company, damn it.” Eric glared at Simon.

“Neither do you,” Simon pointed out with a silky menace that sent shivers down the back of Amanda’s legs.

“What do you plan to do, make this a family war?”

Simon’s shoulders tensed infinitesimally and Amanda had the distinct impression that war was the last thing he wanted.

“Perhaps if you would allow me to present Extant’s proposal, there won’t be any need for bloodshed.” It was a weak joke, but Eric smiled.

“Great idea.”

Simon settled against the sofa cushions and kicked his denim clad, long legs out in front of him. He crossed them at the ankles, one booted foot resting on top the other. His arm stretched along the back of the couch, pulling the knit of his dark crewneck shirt taut over the well-defined muscles of his torso. He was the epitome of “relaxed.”

So, why did she get the feeling he was a tiger waiting to pounce on her unwary person?

One black brow rose. “I’m ready for you to begin, Amanda.”

She’d put up with all the patronizing from men she was going to tolerate in her lifetime during her marriage. She didn’t care how sexy this guy was, no one knew their job as well as she knew hers. It was after all, her life. And she was no snake-oil salesman as he would soon see. She gave him a smile meant to convey her confidence in what she had to say, and then launched into the initial proposal she’d given to Eric.

 


 



The smile would have knocked him on his ass if he hadn’t already been sitting down.

Man, this woman was hot. Beautiful. Built to stop a strong man’s heart, even if she did hide it behind a boxy jacket and long skirt that only hinted at the legs underneath. And she was the damn enemy.

Simon’s jaw set and he listened while a husky voice that could have played a starring role in his favorite wet dream told him why he should let his cousin go through with his plans to destroy their family held company.

All right, so she didn’t see it as destruction. Why should she? It wasn’t her grandfather’s dreams at stake here.

She was going on about the increased market share the two companies would enjoy once they were merged.

“Where did you come up with those figures?” he asked, interrupting her mid-flow.

He had to give it to her. She didn’t so much as frown at his rudeness, nor did she hesitate before explaining the marketing statistics she’d used to develop her proposal.

“What about the employees? I’m still unclear as to the effect this will have on overlapping human resources.”

He wasn’t unclear at all. It meant letting people go. Loyal employees that had a right to expect some loyalty back from the company they worked for. But he wanted to hear her say it. He wanted to see his cousin’s face when she said it. Didn’t Eric care?

She sat forward on the edge of her chair, her expression earnest. “Not unexpectedly, there will be a certain amount of employee attrition, but nothing on the scale of a major layoff.”

“What do you consider a major layoff, Ms. Zachary?”

“Less than five percent of the total workforce for both Brant and Extant will be affected.” She said it like she was expecting accolades for keeping the numbers down.

Eric sat there looking as if he thought laying off five percent of their workforce was no big deal.

Simon uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “Do you realize how many jobs we’re talking about here? I’d be willing to bet that for the guy who loses his job, just one person let go seems pretty major.”

It interested him that she scooted back in her chair even though he was several feet away from her. “The computer industry is dynamic. Employees who have chosen their career in it understand that.”

“How would you feel if it was your job on the line, Amanda? Would you still be in favor of the merger?”

She blanched, actually flinching at the question. Her job clearly meant a lot to her.

He waited to see how honestly she would answer the question, but Eric intervened. “That’s not a fair question, Simon. This is about what is best for the company, not individual employees.”

Simon stood up, his patience disintegrating with his mood. “Maybe I think the company’s welfare is tied up with that of the employees.”

Eric ran his fingers through his hair, disturbing the usually immaculate style. “Calm down, Simon.”

“I’m not upset.”

Eric’s expression said he wasn’t fooled. Simon wasn’t shouting, but his cousin knew he was pissed. Big-time.

“Mr. Brant . . . Simon . . . you agreed to hear me out, I thought. I’m barely through the first point in my presentation.”

She had guts, and eyes the color of Hershey’s dark chocolate syrup that a man could happily drown in.

Nothing about this merger appealed to him, but the woman did. He’d listen, if for no other reason than to spend more time in her company, learn more about what made her tick. He sat back down.

“I’m here.” He turned to Eric. “But don’t you ever use your wife to manipulate me again.”

Eric’s relieved smile froze on his face. “It wasn’t like that.”

Suddenly, Simon knew it had been exactly like that. He’d been spouting off, but Eric had known Simon couldn’t withstand Elaine’s tears. He’d also known his pregnant wife was bound to be upset by their argument. “You son of a bitch, you brought it up in front of her on purpose.”

Eric had the grace to blush. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Why? Don’t you want Amanda privy to family business? You seem pretty free with the idea of handing over the family company to her.”

Eric’s eyes narrowed and the muscles of his jaw tightened. “I’m not handing the company over to her. I’m not handing it over to Extant for that matter. We’re talking about a merger, a friendly merger.”

“Eric is right. Brant Computers isn’t going to cease to exist, it’s going to be bigger than it has ever been.” She was leaning forward again and her blazer parted to reveal the thin white silk of her blouse.

Did she know he could see the shadow of the top swell of her breasts when she did that?

Somehow he doubted it. She seemed completely focused on business. It wouldn’t hurt him to do the same thing. He hadn’t had as much trouble with his libido since he was a fifteen-year-old wiz kid attending college with fully developed, sexually active women who had turned teasing into a national league sport.

“There may be a company left. Hell, you might even agree to keep the Brant name, but the company my grandfather founded and my father spent his life building will cease to exist, and all the soft-soap in the world isn’t going to make that any less of a reality.”

“I don’t think you’re looking at the big picture.”

“Maybe that’s because the picture of Brant employees standing in the unemployment line keeps getting in the way.”

She frowned at that. “Over the long term the employees will be better off because stability will be increased for both the companies.” She grabbed her briefcase and started pulling papers out. “If you just look at these long-term sales forecasts, you’ll see that the initial five percent of employee attrition will not only be made up, but there will be steady growth in the number of positions available within the merged companies.”

Simon looked at the papers, but all he saw were two exquisitely feminine hands with neatly manicured nails. He’d give his most recently acquired antique katana to have those delicate fingers on his body. He’d give the whole collection to have met this woman in other circumstances.

“Eric, trade places with Amanda. Presumably, you’ve already seen these numbers.”

Her head came up and he read startled uncertainty in those gorgeous brown eyes before she masked her reaction.

Eric was already standing and the poor little darling had no choice but to do what Simon had suggested. Her initial reaction told him that the idea of being in close proximity to him made her nervous. Was that because he was on the opposite side of this issue from her and she saw him as the enemy?

Or was it because she felt this gut-wrenching physical attraction too?

“Here, let me see that.” He let his hand brush against hers as he pulled the paper from off the top of the pile.

Her fingers trembled.

An immediate and unexpected reaction took place just south of his belt buckle. He started a mental recitation of the laws and formulas related to thermal dynamics.

“As you can see, future employment projections are quite good.”

He didn’t comment. The recitation of the formulas sparked an idea related to his latest fiber-optic experiment. He needed a notebook. Dropping the paper in his hand, he stood up and crossed the room to Eric’s desk. It took rifling through three drawers, but he found a legal pad. He started taking notes as rapidly as possible.

He had to test this.

The pad in one hand, he started from the room.

“Simon!”

He stopped at the door and turned his head to the sound of his cousin’s demanding voice. He didn’t see Eric though, his mind’s eye was too focused on his project.

“What about Amanda’s presentation?”

“If I’ve said something to offend you . . .” The soft, husky voice trailed off and succeeded in claiming a corner of his attention.

Amanda.

He wanted to see her again.

“Bring your proposal to my house.”

Her eyes widened and he heard Eric groan.

“My cousin can give you directions.” Then he turned and left, his thoughts consumed with his upcoming experiment.




Chapter 2

Amanda watched the maddening man walk out of the office, feeling like Dorothy before she’d found the yellow brick road. What had just happened?

“He wants me to go to his house?”

Eric’s expression was one of rueful resignation. He nodded. “Don’t take this personally. Simon’s brilliant and his mind doesn’t work like everyone else’s. When he gets an idea, it holds his complete attention.”

“But . . .” One second he’d been reading her figures and the next he’d gotten up and was rummaging through Eric’s desk.

“One Christmas, when he was about nine, I think, he got up in the middle of opening his presents and disappeared into his lab until New Years Day.”

“When he was nine?” Eric had to be exaggerating.

“Simon was a child prodigy. He graduated from high school when he was eleven. He had a double bachelor’s degree in physics and computer design engineering by the time he was fifteen. Four years later he had a Ph.D. in physics.”

She knew what Eric was telling her. Simon was a genius. A cold, sinking sensation settled somewhere around her stomach because that genius didn’t want his company merged with Extant. She could see all her carefully laid plans crashing and burning.

“Why does he want me to go to his house?”

A wrinkle appeared between Eric’s brows. “I’m not sure. I think he wants you to finish your presentation.”

“But why at his house?” A straightforward business deal had taken a distinctly unbusinesslike turn.

Eric’s expression turned thoughtful. “I really don’t know. He’s a total privacy nut. Him inviting you to his house is out of character, but then so is his showing such a strong interest in the business side of Brant Computers.”

“I’d feel better about finishing the presentation here in your office.” She’d feel more comfortable not having to be in the disturbing man’s presence at all, but going to his house seemed way too intimate.

Eric shook his head. “If he’s on a new project, it could be days, weeks even, before he comes back to the mainland.”

“Comes back to the mainland?” Her voice came out faint as she considered how disastrous that would be for the timetable on the merger.

“He lives on one of the islands. The Puget Sound is full of them. At least he opted for a home on one that has regular ferry service. You should be able to go and come back in one day.”

Was that supposed to make her feel better? “But couldn’t you call him and ask him to meet me here?”

Eric shook his head again, his mouth twisted grimly. “No. Simon is stubborn and like I said, his mind doesn’t work like the rest of us. If we want him to hear your presentation, you’ll have to go to him.”

“Won’t you be participating in the meeting?”

“Like Simon said, I’ve seen all the numbers.” Eric stood up. “I can’t really take the time from my schedule for a duplication of effort. You convinced me. I’m sure you can convince Simon and until you do, further meetings on the subject between the two of us would be ineffective.”

She wasn’t sure of any such thing, but she had no choice other than to try. She couldn’t let Simon Brant unravel her plans and jeopardize her goals. If that meant visiting him at his island home, that’s what she would do.

 


 



Which was how she found herself breathing in the smell of burning diesel fuel on a ferry bound for a small island in the Puget Sound the next day.

She’d tried calling Simon to ask him to meet her again in Seattle. According to the crotchety old man that identified himself as Simon’s housekeeper, Simon wasn’t available for phone calls. When she identified herself, she’d been told Simon was expecting her.

Since he hadn’t so much as given her a time or day for their meeting, she didn’t see how that could be, but apparently Eric was right. Simon didn’t think like other people.

His housekeeper had told her she was expected for lunch today.

William Tell’s Overture started chirping away in her purse and she grabbed for her cell phone. Flipping it open, she put it to her ear. “Hello?”

“Hey, chicky-poo, how’s it hangin’?”

“Jillian. Why aren’t you on the set?”

“We finished taping early. They wanted to do this sunrise scene. I’ve been up since two-thirty this morning.”

“Uh . . . Jill, we live on the West Coast. Sunsets over the ocean are beautiful, sunrises hidden behind LA’s smog and skyline aren’t exactly awe-inspiring.”

“We did a desert taping, smarty-pants.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, I called to say you’ve gotta watch today’s episode. I’ve got amazing dialogue and I emoted with all the energy of Bette Midler.”

Shoot. “Honey, I’ve got an afternoon appointment and the VCR in my hotel room doesn’t have a timed taping function.” She thought fast. “But my Ti-Vo is saving it for me at my condo. I’ll watch it the minute I get home, I promise.”

“Amanda . . .” Jillian drew her name out for at least six syllables. “I really wanted you to watch this. It’s just the first half of the show. Can’t you sneak away to the bathroom or something and find a television?”

What would Simon think of taking a thirty-minute break in the middle of their meeting to watch Jillian’s soap opera?

“Jill—”

“Please, Amanda. I haven’t been this excited about my work since I got the job.”

That was saying a lot. Jillian had had her bit part on the soap for the past six years, longer than Amanda’s marriage had lasted. She was a regular, if not a star.

“Okay, I’ll try.” She couldn’t believe she was saying this. “But I can’t promise anything.”

“Thanks, hon! You’re the best friend a girl could have. Have I told you that lately?”

“Not in the last week, no,” Amanda said, laughing. Jillian had always been there for her. Through a disastrous two-year marriage and an ugly divorce that took a year to finalize, she’d been a rock in Amanda’s life. “But listen, if I can’t watch it, can you Fed-Ex me the tape?”

“The way I feel today, I’d fly the tape up to you to watch myself if I didn’t have to work tomorrow and Friday.”

Jillian was right. Amanda hadn’t heard this much enthusiasm in her friend’s voice concerning her work in years. “Hey, maybe you can fly up for the weekend anyway.”

Silence met that. “Are you okay, Amanda?”

Darn. Why were best friends so discerning? “I just asked if you wanted to come up for the weekend. We could do the Seattle thing. Why does something have to be wrong?”

“Because when it comes to work, you are worse than anal retentive. You’re so focused, you could give a Zen Buddhist monk lessons.”

She sure didn’t feel like a monk, or rather, a nun, not when every time she thought about Simon Brant her hormones started hopping around like rabbits hyped up on sugar. “There’s a glitch in the deal I’m trying to work out,” she admitted.

“What kind of a glitch?”

“A big one.” About six feet, two inches, of glitch.

“Bummer, hon. I’m sorry.”

“Me too, but I’m not about to give up.”

“Of course not. The only thing you’ve ever given up on is men. Everything else gets your try-till-you-die mentality.”

 


 



Driving down the same road for the third time in twenty minutes, she was having difficulty applying the try-till-you-die approach. Where the heck was the turnoff? She’d missed it twice and was now driving slower than she could be walking in the attempt not to miss it a third time. Wait. Was that an opening in the trees? It was. Carefully camouflaged, the opening to Simon’s drive could have easily been taken for a natural break in the flora and fauna alongside the road.

Eric had said Simon was a privacy nut, but this was ridiculous. One of them could have mentioned that the entrance to his property was as well hidden as your average state secret. Not that Simon had mentioned anything. He’d told Eric to give her directions and then dismissed the whole situation by leaving.

It was a good thing he was just a business associate and not her boyfriend. That kind of behavior would be really hard to take in a lover.

Fortunately, she reached the gate before her wayward thoughts had a chance to go any farther afield.

She stopped the rented Taurus and pressed its automatic window button. It whirred softly as the glass disappeared between her and the small black box she was supposed to talk into. She reached through the window, inhaling a big breath of fresh, forest-scented air, and pressed the red button below the box.

“Yeah?” There was no mistaking that crotchety voice. She’d only heard it once, but Simon’s housekeeper was unforgettable.

“It’s Amanda Zachary.”

“Expected you here a good twenty minutes ago, missy. It don’t pay to be late if you expect to catch the boss out of his lab.”

She glared at the box and reminded herself that this was business. For business, she could put up with a cranky old man.

“I’m sorry. I missed the turn.”

“Guess you missed it more than once if it took you an extra twenty minutes.”

What was this guy, the timeliness cop? “Perhaps, since I am already late, you would be kind enough to buzz the gates open so that I won’t keep your employer waiting any longer.”

“He ain’t come out of the lab yet.”

She ignored that bit of additional provocation and simply said, “The gate?”

“Can’t.”

“You can’t open the gate?” She stared stupidly at the black box, at a complete loss.

“Right.”

“Is it broken?”

“Nope.”

Anger overcame confusion and good sense. “Then what exactly is stopping you from opening the darn thing?”

“You got to get out of the car. I need to make a visual I.D. before I can open the gate.”

“Since you’ve never seen me before, what exactly are you trying to identify?”

“No need to get snippy. I done my job. I got a picture of you. No use you asking how. I don’t share my trade secrets with just anybody.”

For Heaven’s sake.

She got out of the car and stood so her head and shoulders were clearly visible above the car door.

“You’ll have to step around the door, if you don’t mind.”

Now he decided to be polite, while asking her to do something totally ludicrous.

“What difference does it make?” She glared with unconcealed belligerence at the camera at the top of the gate.

“You got something to hide, missy?”

“Not if you discount a body that isn’t femme fatale material,” she muttered to herself as she stepped around the silver car’s door.

Thoroughly out of sorts, she threw her arms wide. “Look, no automatic weapons, no hidden cameras, no nerve gas. Are you satisfied?”

“I think I could be.”

No! No. No. Darn it. No. This had not been the housekeeper’s voice, but another, unforgettable one—that of Simon Brant. In a reflex move, she crossed her arms over her chest as she felt heat crawl from the back of her ankles right up her body and into her cheeks. She was going to kill that housekeeper when she got her hands on him.

She was going to pick him up by his toes and hang him above a tar pit. And then she was going to let go.

“Hello, Mr. Brant. I’ve been informed that I’m late.”

He didn’t answer, but the gate swung inward.

 


 



If Simon tried to talk, he was going to laugh and that would just encourage Jacob in his irascible ways. So, he pressed the button for the gate release without answering Amanda. He watched as she climbed back into her car, her dark hair all twisted on the back of her head in a tidy knot. The severity of her hairstyle and the suit she was wearing could not erase the image he had of her with her arms flung wide, her generous breasts pressing against the fabric of her blouse and her eyes glittering with pure temper.

“She’s a tad feisty, sir.”

Simon didn’t know why the old man called him sir. He’d never been in doubt who was in charge between the two of them, and it wasn’t Simon Brant. “I have no doubt she has cause.”

Jacob just shrugged his thin shoulders. “Might have upset her a bit, I suppose. I got poor company manners, sir.”

Considering the fact the man had at one time been on the presidential detail of the Secret Service, Simon took that comment with the credence it deserved. “What you have is an unfulfilled wish to go undercover and it comes out in the different roles you like to assume here.”

Jacob’s gray head cocked to one side. “Could be. Or could be I’m just a crabby old geezer who’s lucky to have an eccentric millionaire for a boss.”

Simon didn’t have a chance to answer as the first few bars of Beethoven’s Fifth played over the house-wide sound system. He did not like doorbells.

“I’ll get it. I think Amanda could do without another dose of your company manners.” And he wanted to be alone when he greeted her. He didn’t want any distractions when he discovered if his reaction to her in Eric’s office had been an anomaly.

 


 



Amanda’s hand clenched and unclenched on the handle of her briefcase while she waited for the door to open.

Okay, the guy was a genius and so sexy he made her heart imitate a Morse code operator, but that did not mean he would succeed in scotching the deal. If he was so smart then he would definitely see the benefits of merging with Extant.

She had a briefcase full of reports and graphs that he’d have to be a fool to ignore.

So, stop worrying, already.

He was just a man with some preconceived notions she needed to help him reprogram.

The door swung open.

Simon Brant stood with his strong, masculine hand curved around the edge of the door. “Amanda. Welcome to my home.”

How did he do that? Five words, none of them remotely sexual, and her insides were turning into warm honey.

Just a man.

Uh huh.

Right.

Her professional, let’s-talk-the-deal smile fought with her rebellious lips’ urge to pucker up and beg for the gorgeous man’s kisses. Oh, man, she was losing it.

“Mr. Brant.”

Firm lips curved in a smile, revealing perfectly even, white teeth. “I thought it was Simon.”

“Simon,” she conceded. “Thank you for inviting me.”

He inclined his head and stepped back, indicating she should come inside.

She stepped over the threshold of the door and for one disconcerting second felt as if she’d made an irrevocable decision that would change the rest of her life. Shaking the feeling off as highly fanciful, she extended her hand toward him. “I look forward to showing you the many benefits of the proposed merger between Brant Computers and Extant Corporation.”

Simon took her hand, but he didn’t shake it. He squeezed her fingers and bent forward. For one incredulous moment, she thought he was going to kiss her hand, but he didn’t. He simply dropped his head forward in a cross between an Oriental bow and an Old World gesture.

He straightened and dropped her hand. “Jacob’s prepared lunch. It’s waiting for us in the great room.”

Was that a veiled hint about her slight tardiness?

He turned and led the way down a hallway, his feet making no sound on the hardwood floor while her shoes tapped out a firm tattoo with each step.

The hall took a sharp right and she stopped in awe at the entrance to the room. It gave the term great room new meaning. It was huge, at least twenty by forty feet, but it wasn’t the size that had her so captivated. The entire forty-foot wall opposite the entrance was glass with a view of the Sound and Mt. Rainier off in the distance.

Simon stopped and turned to her. “Like it?”

“It’s fantastic.” No wonder the guy preferred to work out of his home, with a home like this.

“Other than the necessary structural bracing, this entire side of the house is made up of reinforced glass and windows.”

“How many floors are there?”

“Three. The pool and gym are on the floor below us. Jacob’s living quarters, the kitchen, guest room, and this room are on this level, and my living quarters and lab are upstairs.”

Her gaze slid around the room they were in. Its simplistic design and furnishings had Oriental overtones, but nothing glossy and lacquered. It was all fruitwood, simple lines and natural hues for the upholstery. “This really is magnificent. You must enjoy living here quite a bit.”

The house was much bigger than the home she had shared with Lance and in many ways more grand, yet it still felt like a home. It reflected its owner’s complex, but deceptively simple-appearing approach to life.

“Thank you.” He took her arm and led her to the dining table in front of one of the massive twin stone fireplaces at either end of the room. “Let’s have lunch and you can tell me a little about yourself.”

She allowed him to seat her, feeling strange about a business associate observing the courtesy. In LA, she was used to being treated the same way as her male counterparts in the corporate world.

Flicking her cloth napkin open and then laying it across her lap, she said, “I’m not all that interesting, but I don’t think you’ll find the same true of Extant’s proposal.”

His smile flashed along with a determined glint in his gray eyes that gave her pause. “I prefer to know a person before I discuss business with them. It probably comes from working for a family held company.”

“I see.”

“Good.”

She looked down at the pasta in pesto sauce attractively presented in a flat china bowl. “This looks wonderful.”

“Jacob’s rather proud of his culinary talents.”

“He’s a unique individual.” She meant to be diplomatic.

He laughed, the sound affecting her already off-balance equilibrium. “That’s one way to describe him. Cantankerous is another.”

She didn’t bother asking why Simon kept such a rude man working for him as she took her first bite of the delicious pasta. She thought it was probably just as hard for a recluse genius to find household help as for a cranky old man who cooked like an angel to find a job.

“So, tell me about yourself, Amanda.” It was a line tossed out as easily as a common greeting, and yet his intent stare and deep, controlled voice made her feel like he was asking for more than a rundown on the highlights of her résumé.

She fought against giving in to the compulsion to share on a personal level with him. “I’ve been working for Extant Corporation since graduating from college with a degree in business. This is my second year in the corporate planning division.”

“Are you married?”

Her fork paused midway to her mouth. “I don’t see how that relates to the merger.”

One black brow rose. “I thought I explained I like to know the people I do business with.”

“I believed you meant my business background.”

He poured wine into her glass and then his own. “Did you?”

No she hadn’t. Not really, but it was so ludicrous to think he wanted to know about her. She wasn’t the type of woman to inspire personal interest from a man like Simon, from any man for that matter. Or so her ex-husband had taken pains to point out. “I assure you the most interesting aspects of my life relate to my career.”

“I’m interested in your marital status.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “It seems relevant to who you are. I’m single and I’ve never been married. I rarely date and I spend long hours in my lab ignoring the rest of the world.”

“Oh . . .” What was she supposed to say to that? She couldn’t begin to understand why he was telling her this stuff. He must be very serious about wanting to personally know the people he did business with. She supposed that made sense considering most of his current business associates were family or employees for his family’s company.

“I’m not married.” She didn’t add that she was divorced. “I don’t have time to date.” Something flickered in his eyes at that. She supposed he was noticing, as she was, that they had quite a bit in common. “And I’m focused almost exclusively on my work.” In fact, her only friend outside work was Jillian.

Which reminded her. “Do you have a television?” She couldn’t believe she was asking him this. It was totally unprofessional, but then the man insisted on having a business meeting in his home and grilling her about her marital status. He couldn’t be that concerned about professional behavior.

His black brows rose. “No.”

She couldn’t quite stifle a sound of regret. Jillian was going to be so disappointed.

“I believe Jacob has one, however.”

“Jacob?” Asking Simon to allow a thirty-minute break in their meeting so she could keep her promise to Jillian was not nearly as intimidating a prospect as asking Jacob for the loan of his television.

“Yes. He likes British comedies.”

That would mean he had cable. He’d definitely get Jillian’s soap opera. “My best friend is a regular in a daytime drama. She wants me to watch her show today. She’s really proud of her scenes.”

It had been worth asking, to see the bemusement on Simon’s features. He’d been knocking her off-balance since they met and she found herself relishing this small opportunity to get her own back again.

“You want to watch a soap opera?”

“Yes. My friend said it was only the first thirty minutes I needed to see. I hate to ask for a break like that and realize it isn’t quite professional, but I promised.” Waiting for Simon’s answer, she realized she would never have made the same request of his cousin, Eric Brant.

“What time is the show on?”

“At one o’clock.”

Simon twisted his wrist so he could see the face of his ultra-sleek hi-tech watch. “That’s in less than an hour.”

“I suppose you want to conclude the meeting as soon as possible so you can get back to your project.” She’d just have to have Jillian Fed-Ex the tape of the program.

Simon shook his head. “It’s important to keep promises to friends. I don’t mind taking a little break. I’ve never seen a soap opera, excuse me, daytime drama before.”

That didn’t surprise her, his intended desire to watch Jillian’s show with her did. “You don’t have to watch it with me,” she assured him.

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” It seemed to be the thing to say. “Would you like me to start going over some of the figures for the merger?”

“I prefer not to discuss business while I’m eating. Tell me more about you. Your best friend is an actress?”

“Actor.” She smiled. “Actress is considered a sexist term and she’d tear a strip off you if she heard you using it.”

“It’s fortunate she isn’t here to have heard my faux pas then, isn’t it?” Silver flecks of humor twinkled in his gunmetal gray eyes.

“She’s a little militant,” Amanda admitted.

“What about your family?”

“What about them?”

“I presume they aren’t all actors.”

Actually they all had a fair amount of acting ability. “My parents own a real estate agency in Carlsbad. My brother is a lawyer.” And the most accomplished actor of them all.

“No sisters?”

“No. What about you?”

“No.”

“No sisters?”

“No brothers either.”

She knew his father had died in a plane crash with Eric’s father several years ago. “What about your mom?”

Simon’s face went blank. “She died of ovarian cancer when I was ten.”

She sensed the loss still affected him deeply and that touched her. If her mother died, would her father and brother even bother telling her about it? Yes, for appearance’s sake, probably. Not because anyone in her family felt that connected to her. She was the cuckoo, unwanted and unloved by her parents, dismissed by her brother.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Simon and meant it.

“Thank you.”

“Eric told me you got your Ph.D. when you were nineteen. That’s very impressive.”

He shrugged. “Intelligence is something you are born with. My mother and father encouraged me not to squander mine.”

“But to have accomplished so much by such a young age.”

Instead of answering, he reached toward her and she watched in mesmerized fascination as his darkly masculine hand came closer and closer to her chest. She couldn’t seem to open her mouth to protest, nor could she move.

He stopped, his fingers a centimeter from her body. “You’ve got a noodle here.” Then he pulled the offending piece of pasta off the lapel of her jacket without so much as brushing her chest with the backs of his fingers.
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