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It's a corporate takedown in the boardroom
and
the bedroomâ€”until a little secret raises the stakes!

Cassandra Claremont's favorite position is CEOâ€”and she's sure as hell not stepping down for Gage Branson, the sexy playboy who once broke her heart. When inside intel threatens her company's success, he's her number one suspect. So why is she still entranced by his sexual spell?

Gage is determined to stoke the fire beneath Cass's icy exterior
and
clear his name. Fortunately, working after hours with the blonde beauty allows him to pursue both goals. But when secrets from Gage's past are exposed, will Cass lose her company, her heart or both?



The only prayer Gage had of cracking that ice was to give her something sizzling hot to grab on to with both hands.

“Your pointâ€”if I recallâ€”was that you'd use all the information at your disposal to seduce me,” Cass murmured throatily. “I don't think you have a shot.”

“Guess there's only one way to find out.”

The irresistible draw between them sucked him in, and finally his arms closed around her, and her mouth sought his. A scorching kiss ignited the pent-up emotions and desire Gage had been fighting since he'd first laid eyes on Cass in the parking lot of her building.

Yes. Her tongue darted out in a quest for his and he lost himself in the sensation of her hot flesh. She tasted of wine and familiarity.

Memories zipped by, of Cass spread out under him, hips rolling toward his in a sensuous rhythm, hair spread out, her gaze hot and full of anticipation and pleasure as they came together again and again. Memories of her laughing with him, challenging him, filling him.

He wanted her. Just like that. Right now.

* * *

The CEO's Little Surprise
is part of the Love and Lipstick quartet: for four female executives, mixing business with pleasure leads to love!



Dear Reader,

The Love and Lipstick quartet sprang out of a secret dreamâ€”I've always wanted to run a company with a few girlfriends. Owning your own business is hard work, and who better to share that with than friends? I've spent my share of time at the cosmetics counter in my favorite department store sampling lipstick and mascara. It seemed natural to combine these elements into a series of stories about four friends who fall in love against the backdrop of a threat to the cosmetics company they created. Of course, it's never as simple as that! These friends deal with secrets, lies, corporate espionage and sabotageâ€”none of which they'd dreamed would mix with makeup.

The first book in the series belongs to Cass: the visionary. But she never envisioned that her college sweetheart would resurface, especially not in connection with the worst crisis of her career. Gage stole my heart the moment he came on the scene with his dog, but Cass was a much tougher nut to crack. I enjoyed watching these two go at it! I hope you do, too.

Don't miss the other three books in this series about Cass's friends and business partners.

I love to hear from readers. Find out where to connect with me online at
katcantrell.com
.

Kat Cantrell
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One

B
y the time Gage Branson's tires hit the Dallas city limits, Arwen had started howling along with the radio. Not for the first time since leaving Austin, Gage questioned the wisdom of bringing his dog on a business trip.

Of course, it wasn't a normal business tripâ€”unless showing up at your ex-girlfriend's office building unannounced and uninvited counted as customary. And Arwen wasn't a normal dog. She was his best buddy, and the one and only time he'd left her at one of those pet hotels, she'd refused to speak to him for a week.

Arwen shared Gage's love of the open road and honestly, he didn't mind the company as he drove to Dallas to collect a long overdue debt from the CEO of Fyra Cosmetics.

GB Skin for Men, the company he'd just pushed into the billion-dollar-a-year category, had enjoyed a good run as the top skin-care line of choice for the discerning guy who spends time in the elements: professional athletes, outdoorsmen, even the occasional lumberjack.

Gage had spent millions designing a new product to heal scars. The product's launch a month ago had outperformed his carefully executed publicity strategy. GB Skin instantly cornered the market. But now his former lover's company was poised to steal his success out from under him with a product of their own. That wasn't going to happen.

A Black Keys song blasted through the speakers and the howling grew unbearable.

“Arwen! Really. Shut up.”

She cocked her ginger-colored head and eyed Gage.

“Yeah, never mind,” Gage grumbled good-naturedly and flicked off the music.

The exit for Central Expressway loomed and Gage steered the Hummer north. He drove a few miles and before long, he rolled into the parking lot at the headquarters for Fyra Cosmetics.

Nice.
Of course, he'd done an internet search for pictures before driving up from Austin. Just to check out the company Cassandra Claremont had built alongside her business partnersâ€“slashâ€“friends after graduating from the University of Texas. But the internet hadn't done justice to the sharply modern, glass and steel, five-story building. Cass's multimillion-dollar cosmetics company lived and breathed inside these walls, and the deep purple Fyra logo dominated the landscape.

“Stay here and keep your paws off the gearshift,” he muttered to Arwen and got the trademark vizsla smile for his trouble. It was a cool day, so he parked in the shade and left her in the car with the windows cracked.

Cass had done very well for herself thanks to him. Gage
had
been her mentor for eight months and turnabout was fair play. She owed him. And he'd help her see that by reminding her of how he'd guided her at a time when she had no idea how to navigate the shark-infested waters of the cosmetics industry.

With any luck, Cass would be curious enough to see him on short notice. Gage couldn't call ahead and lose the advantage of surprise. Not when he was here to get his hands on Cass's secret formula.

So secret, he shouldn't even know about it since it wasn't on the market yet. His sources had whispered in his ear about a miracle formula developed in Fyra's labs that worked with a body's natural healing properties to eliminate wrinkles and scars. His intel adamantly insisted it was better than his. And he wanted it.

You didn't spring that kind of request on anyone over the phone, not even a former girlfriend. They hadn't even spoken in eight or nine years. Nine. Maybe it was closer to ten.

“Gage Branson. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

The husky feminine voice raked over Gage from behind before he'd managed to get ten feet from the Hummer.

He spun to face the speaker and did a double take. “Cass?”

“Last time I checked.” High-end sunglasses covered her eyes, but her tone conveyed a hint of cool amusement just fine. “Did I leave my face in my other purse again?”

“No, your face is right where I left it.” Gorgeous and attached to a hell of a woman.

But
this
Ã¼berchic version in five-inch heels and a sexy suit with cutaway panels at her hips did not resemble the Cassandra Claremont who lived in his memories. Her voice wasn't even the same. But something about the way she held herself was very familiar. Confidence and the ever-present “look but don't you dare touch” vibe had always been a huge part of her attractiveness.

Obviously
he
hadn't changed much since graduate school if she'd recognized him from behind.

“Moving into the dog transportation business, are you?” she asked blithely.

He glanced at the Hummer. “You mean Arwen? Nah. She's just company for the drive. I came up from Austin to see you, actually. Surprise.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

The lack of question in that question said she already knew the answer. And wasn't planning to adjust her calendar one tiny bit, even for an old boyfriend. He'd change that soon enough.

“I was hoping you'd see me without one.” He grinned, just to keep things friendly. “You know, for old times' sake.”

His grin grew genuine as he recalled those old times. Lots of late-night discussions over coffee. Lots of inventive ploys to get Cass's clothes off. Lots of hot and truly spectacular sex when she finally gave in to the inevitable.

She pursed her lips. “What could we possibly have to say to each other?”

Plenty.
And maybe a whole lot more than he'd originally come to say. Now that he was here and had an eyeful of the new, grown-up Cass, a late-night dinner and a few drinks with a former lover had suddenly appeared on his schedule for the evening.

Everyone here was an adult. No reason they couldn't separate business from pleasure.

“For one, I'd like to say congratulations. Long overdue, I realize,” he threw in smoothly. “I've been following along from afar and what you've accomplished is remarkable.”

Once her name had been dropped in his lap as a potential game changer, he'd searched the internet for details, first with an eye toward how well she was executing his advice and eventually because he couldn't stop. Strangely, he'd liked seeing her picture, liked remembering their relationship. She was one of a small handful of women from his past that he recalled fondly, and for a guy who held on to very little in his life, that was saying something.

“Thank you.” She inclined her head graciously. “It was a group effort.”

He waited for her to say she'd been following his entrepreneurial trajectory in kind. Maybe a congrats or two on the major retail distribution deals he'd scored in the past few years. An attaboy for Entrepreneurs of America naming him Entrepreneur of the Year. If nothing else, Fyra's CEO should be brushing up on her competition the way he had.

Nada.
She hadn't been a
little
curious about what he'd been up to? Was their time together such a blip in her life that she'd truly not cared?

But then, their affair had been brief, by design. Once he'd escaped his restrictive childhood home and overprotective parents, he'd vowed to never again let his wings be clipped. He owed it to his brother, Nicolas, to live on the edge, no regrets. To experience all the things his brother never would thanks to a drunk driver. Sticking to one woman didn't go with that philosophy and Gage liked his freedom as muchâ€”or moreâ€”than he liked women, which meant he and Cass had parted ways sooner rather than later, no harm, no foul. He could hardly blame her for not looking back.

“Come on.” He waved off her “group effort” comment. “You're the CEO. We both know that means you call the shots.”

She crossed her arms over that sexy suit, drawing attention to her breasts. In spite of the cool breeze, the temperature inched up a few degrees.

“Yes. Because someone has to. But Trinity, Harper, Alex and I run this company together. We're all equal owners.”

Yeah, he'd figured she'd say that. The four women had been inseparable in college and it wasn't hard to imagine they'd extended their tight circle into the company they'd created together. Fortunately, he'd always gotten along with the quartet of savvy females, but Cass was the one he had his sights set on. She'd make this deal happen.

“Can we take this inside?” Hoping she'd like the idea of getting behind closed doors as much as he did, he sidled closer. “I'd like to catch up.”

“Gage.”

Her husky voice wound through him as she moved closer in kind, tilting her head toward his in a way that shouldn't feel as intimate as it did. A hint of jasmine filtered through his senses and it was a powerful punch. “Yeah, Cass?”

“You can save the â€˜Kumbaya,'” she murmured. “You're here because you've heard about Fyra's breakthrough formula and you want it.”

Back to business, then.

He grinned and reined in his thundering pulse. Going toe-to-toe with Cass was such a turn-on. Smart, sexy women who didn't take any crap had always floated his boat. “Am I that easy to read?”

Cass laughed in his ear, a throaty sound he instantly wanted to hear again. “I'm afraid so. Sorry you've wasted your time. The formula is not for sale.”

All right, then. Cass needed persuasion to see how his tutelage had launched her into the big leagues. He'd anticipated that.

“Of course it isn't. Not to the rest of the world. But I'm not one of the masses,” he reminded her. “I'm not unreasonable. I'll pay fair market value.”

He turned his head at just the right angle to almost bring their lips together. The pull between them was magnetic, and he nearly forgot for a second that he'd instigated this sensual tease to get him closer to his goalâ€”the formula.

She didn't flinch, holding herself rock steady. “You think you have special rights because of our former relationship? Think again.”

His element of surprise hadn't worked to catch her off guard and, for some reason, that made her twice as attractive. Or maybe the unexpected draw had come about because they were equals now. It was an interesting shift in their dynamic he hadn't expected, and it was throwing him off.

So he'd up his game. Gage had never met a woman he couldn't charm. When he wanted something, he got it. “That's no way to talk to an old friend.”

If he moved an inch, they'd be touching. He almost did it, curious if she still felt the sameâ€”soft, exciting and warm. Except he had the distinct impression Cass was all business and little pleasure these days. And that she wasn't interested in mixing them up.

“Is that what we are?”

There came that sexy laugh again and it did a powerful number on his already-primed lower half. She really shouldn't be so intriguing, not with his agenda and the lost element of surprise. But all of that actually heightened his sense of awareness, and he had a sharp desire to get under her skin the same way she'd managed to get under his.

“Friends. Former lovers. At one time, mentor and student.”

“Mmm. Yes.” She cocked her head. “You've taught me a lot. So much that I'm running a successful company I need to get back to. You'll excuse my rudeness if I request you make an appointment. Like anyone else who wants to talk business.”

All at once, her heat vanished as she pulled away and clacked toward the entrance to her building. Ouch. He'd been relegated to the ranks of “anyone else.”

He let her go. For now.

There was no way a former pupil of his was going to take away even a single point of his market share, and he'd pay handsomely to ensure it. But one had to do these things with finesse.

Remind her of what you've done for her. Remind her how good it was.

The voice in his head was his own conscience. Probably. But sometimes he imagined it was Nicolas guiding him from beyond the veil. A big brother's advice in times of need, which usually led Gage down the path of living life to the fullest. Because Nicolas couldn't.

The philosophy had never steered Gage wrong before.

He wasn't about to stop listening to sound advice now, especially when it aligned with what he wanted. Cass clearly needed a good, solid reminder of how tight they'd been. So tight, he knew every inch of her body.

Your best strategy is to use pleasure to influence business.

Nicolas had spoken. And that pretty much solidified Gage's next steps because that genie wasn't going back in the bottle. He wanted her. And her formula. If he did it right, one would lead to the other.

He gave her a good five minutes and went after her.

Turnabout was fair play in love
and
cosmetics.

* * *

Hands shaking, Cass strode to her office and checked her strength before she slammed the door behind her. That would only invite questions and she had no answers for why her entire body still pumped with adrenaline and...other things she'd rather not examine.

Okay, that was a flat-out lie. Gage Branson was the answer, but why seeing him again so severely affected her after all of this timeâ€”
that
she couldn't explain.

God, that smile rocked her to the core, even all these years later. And his still-amazing body had been hidden underneath casual-Friday dress, when it should clearly be on display in a pinup calendar. He'd always had the messiest, most casually cut hair that somehow managed to look delicious on him. Still did. Oh, yes, he was just as sexy and charismatic as he'd always been and she hated that she noticed. Hated that he could still put a quiver in her abdomen. Especially after what he'd done.

Breathe.
Gage was just a guy she used to know. Put that on repeat a thousand times and maybe she'd finally believe it. Except he wasn't just a guy from college; that was the problem.

Gage Branson had broken her.

Not just her heart, but
her
. Mind, body and soul. She'd fallen so hard for him that the splat hadn't even registered. Until he casually declared their relationship over, and did she want the clothes back that she'd left at his place?
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