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Bridget Reilly has lived her entire
life using dark glasses to hide her deformed eyelids. But she also hides her
real self, working a dead-end job and locking herself away from any social
life. In secret she lusts for her next-door neighbor, Navy SEAL Clay Randall, a
lust unexpectedly fed during an electrical blackout.


When a masked ball provides the
opportunity for her to have an entire night of glorious, unrestrained, erotic
sex with Clay, how can she ignore it? The night more than exceeds all her
expectations and now she wants to find a way to have a real relationship with
him, without the mask. She applies to the Durban Trust, a fund set up by a
former movie star to provide plastic surgery, and the surgery is successful.
But what she hadn’t counted on was Clay’s reaction when she revealed all to
him—and the wedge it would drive between them.
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Dedication


 


To my very own personal hero, who dared me to be myself. And
to all my readers—know that real beauty comes from the inside.


 








Chapter One


 


Darren tightened his arms around her, his gaze locked
with hers. He didn’t think he’d ever get enough of looking into those
slumberous bedroom eyes. Eyes that he could get lost in.


Bridget Reilly made a sound of disgust, selected the text
she’d just written and hit the Delete key. Eyes, eyes, eyes. She was fixated on
them. Why couldn’t she focus on breasts? Or hips? Or even thighs? There was
nothing wrong with those parts of her body. It was her eyes that were the
problem. No doubt the reason she kept giving her heroines the kind that were so
totally opposite from hers.


Darren showered kisses along Maggie’s jawline and down
the column of her neck. He thought he could spend hours just tasting every inch
of her, drinking in her essence. He’d never met a woman who could make him come
undone the way she did just by looking at him with those eyes that captivated
him…


Damn! Again with the freakin’ eyes. Talk about being
obsessed.


Once more she highlighted the text and hit Delete then
stared at the page. Why was it tonight she was more obsessed than usual about
the deformity she lived with on a daily basis?


Because today yet another jerk had rudely asked why I had
such fat eyelids.


She picked up her coffee mug and took a sip. Made a face
when she realized the liquid had cooled and put the mug back down on her desk.
Reading romance fiction had long ago become her alternate universe, a place
where she could vicariously experience all the things she missed in real life.
She had a boring job that paid her bills and gave her a place to hide from
public view. Rushing home after work she’d curl up with the latest hot romance
and lose herself in the pages of a book.


One night, on impulse, she’d decided to try writing a story
that was dancing around in her head and had discovered she could actually become
her heroines. She wrote another story. And another. In page after page of her
stories she could live out every one of her fantasies. Give her heroines the
thing she lacked—sexy, inviting, appealing eyes. And hotter-than-sin men like
the kind she dreamed about. It soon became a wonderful escape for her from the
realities of her pitiful sex life.


Again on impulse she’d decided to submit a manuscript to a
publisher. She loved the anonymity of the internet. They couldn’t see her so
she could be any image to them she chose. Seven rejections had come her way
before the first contract. Now the fact that someone was actually publishing
what she wrote and she was making a little money from it was the frosting on
the cake.


No one knew about her little secret. Not even her friend
Joni. She wrote under a pen name, deliciously shocked when an epublisher had
actually offered her a contract, and stashed the growing royalty checks in a
separate account. No, they weren’t huge amounts at the moment but each one
showed increasing sales. One of these days she’d have enough for her special
project. She just hoped it was before she was too old to get any benefit from
it.


Her dream—her very, very secret dream—was to have that
surgery, come out of her writing closet and attend some important writers’
conferences. Maybe even, after a while, be able to conduct a workshop. Have the
opportunity to get her out of her dead-end job and into the career she dreamed
about.


But none of that would be possible unless she had the
surgery on her eyelids. She knew she’d never be able to stand the humiliation
of people staring at her. Even her tinted glasses might not be sufficient
protection. What if they slipped in public? Or someone saw her when she had
them off for some reason? Her talent would be submerged beneath the ugliness of
her face.


Meanwhile she’d keep on writing. One of these days she’d
have the money for the surgery. Hopefully by that time she wouldn’t be too old
to really launch her career.


Sighing, she pushed back from her computer desk and did
something she’d done far too many times lately. She walked into her bedroom,
opened the closet door and stared at herself in the mirror, assessing herself.


Okay, physical assets aside she was smart, could carry on a
good conversation and make a mean martini. She had a decent body that she took
care of, a figure not too bad. Maybe a tad too wide in the hips but her breasts
balanced it off. Nice legs. Her face had good bone structure and she took very
good care of her skin. And her hair fell like a shiny curtain of honey-colored
silk to her shoulders thanks to an expert cut.


Then she looked at her eyes. Oh, god. She hated seeing them
yet was obsessed with constantly checking them, as if by some miracle they
would have changed since the last time she looked.


But no, there they were, the eyes themselves peering out at
her through narrowed slits, her lids dragged down by the heavy folds of skin
over the upper eyelids. Pressing her forefingers on the skin and bracing her
thumbs on her cheekbones she dragged the lids upward. Yup. Two perfectly good cornflower
blue eyes that she was sure some men might look into and find enticing. If only
they could see more than a tiny portion of them.


Oh, they looked at them all right. Stared was more like it,
as if she was some kind of freak. If she removed the tinted glasses she’d taken
to wearing years ago and the man she was with looked at her eyelids, that was
all she wrote.


She could identify the look in seconds by now—stunned,
shocked, in some cases horrified. Then the overly polite excuses. The haste to
depart. She still couldn’t erase the humiliating memory of the man she’d
thought was an exception. A man who left her high and dry when she accidentally
discovered he’d asked her out on a dare. Like the unpopular girl in high
school.


The worst was the lab scientist she’d had one date with who
told her they reminded her of the frogs in his lab when their lids were
lowered. To make matters worse he hadn’t even realized how badly he’d hurt her.


Maybe she should just put a paper bag over her head. The
tinted glasses that she wore like a lifeline disguised what she thought of as
her deformity. They saved her from the curious looks of her coworkers and
people when she was out in public. But some places were so dark she had to take
them off to see and then the staring began in earnest.


Dr. Richards, the plastic surgeon she’d consulted with, had
carefully explained to her that it was merely an accident of development in the
womb. As if that made it all okay. For most people, he told her, the fold
disappeared after three to six months of gestation. For some, however, it never
changed. How did she happen to be one of those unlucky ones?


As she left the bedroom and walked back to her desk the
lights flickered. Once. Twice. Were they about to have a power surge for some
reason? Her stomach clenched. Ever since she was a child she’d had an
unreasoning fear of the dark.


You’d think someone who looked like me would welcome it.


But no, for some unexplained reason it always terrified her.
She still remembered the nights she’d climbed into bed with her sister,
huddling under the covers with her, afraid to be alone.


The ringing of her phone cut through the air and broke into
her little pity party. She glanced at her watch. Nine thirty. There weren’t too
many people who’d be calling her at this hour. Or actually any hour. Her
unenviable social life was the envy of none.


She checked the caller ID. Joni. Now what? Joni, bless her,
always had some new idea to pester her about. She couldn’t seem to get it
through her head that Bridget didn’t want to go to parties, be fixed up on
blind dates or anything remotely resembling those two things.


“Hey,” she said, after picking up the phone.


“Hey yourself.”


Bridget dropped into her desk chair. “What’s up?”


“Marnie heard about this new place called The Hot Spot,” she
began. “Three people told her it’s the place to see and be seen now. We
want to hit happy hour after work tomorrow. You on?”


No. No, no, no.


“Um, I don’t think so.” She twirled a strand of hair around
her finger. “I’ve got…stuff to do. But thanks anyway.”


Go to yet another bar to be humiliated? Not in this
lifetime.


“Bridget.” She heard the exasperation in Joni’s voice. “You
can’t hide in your house forever.”


“I don’t,” she protested. “I go out every day, as a matter
of fact.”


“Oh, right.” Joni snorted. “To work. Big whoop. Honey, you
gotta get out and mingle a little. You haven’t been out with us in ages.”


Bridget and Joni had been friends for a long time but she’d
really gotten tired of Joni constantly trying to act as if there wasn’t a problem
here.


“I’m fine,” she snapped. “Thanks for asking but I have to
go. I’m right in the middle of something.”


Right in the middle of creating a life for myself in the
pages of a book that I’ll never have anywhere else.


“Don’t think you’re going to shut me out,” her friend told
her. “I won’t let you hide forever.”


“If you were a real friend you wouldn’t insist on taking me
places where I get insulted,” she said with bitterness. “Isn’t it enough
already?”


“Bridget.” She could hear the sound of long-suffering
patience in Joni’s voice. “I keep trying to tell you that the only person your
eyes bother is you.”


“Yeah? I don’t think so. You aren’t the one guys look at as
if you’re on a microscope slide or ask you embarrassing questions like ‘What’s
wrong with your eyelids? Why do they look so weird?’ Thanks, anyway, but I’ll
pass.”


“Oh, honey, listen—”


“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Bridget said firmly and
disconnected the call, done with the conversation.


She scraped her hair back from her face, leaned her head
back and closed her eyes.


Why me?


She’d been asking herself that question for years but no one
seemed to have answers for her. She had done so much research on her condition
that by this time she figured she could write a book about it. She also knew
that surgery was a possibility but that had created even more problems for her.
No doctor would touch it when she was still young because her particular case
was extreme and could be complicated.


The operation would still be complex because the fold was
unusually large and involved a lot of nerves and blood vessels, and was
therefore very expensive. The damn insurance companies classified it as
elective cosmetic surgery and paying for it herself was out of the question.
Even with the money she earned from her books she was a long way from having
sufficient finances.


Pulling her hair back into a ponytail and fastening it in
place with a clip she turned her attention back to her computer.


Maggie’s heart was racing, her pulse pounding madly. Heat
poured from Darren’s body, his skin hot against hers. The curled hair on his
chest abraded her nipples, already taut with need, and brushed the sensitive
skin of her breasts. His cock pressed against the inside of her thigh, a vivid
reminder of his intense state of arousal.


The throbbing deep in her cunt accelerated, vibrating
through her body.


Darren cupped her head with his lean fingers, his face
barely an inch from hers.


“Look at me,” he commanded. “Open your eyes and look at
me.” His dark eyes were now as black as onyx, desire a golden flame dancing in
them.


“Darren,” she breathed.


“I could get lost in your eyes.” His voice was rough with
need. “Bedroom eyes. Look at me while I fuck you, Maggie. Let me fall into
those eyes while I pump into your body.”


He thrust inside her, his gaze holding her in place while
he…


Eyes, eyes, eyes. Hell.


Bridget hit Save and pushed back from her desk. Damn it to
hell, anyway. No man was ever going to say that to her, that was for damn sure.
Why did people have to be so hung up on looks, anyway?


Making a face at the dregs of her coffee, she carried the
mug into the kitchen and dumped what was left into the sink. Might as well set
up the coffeepot for tomorrow while she was at it, she thought. But when she
pitched the used filter and grounds into her trash she sighed at the amount of
garbage, pulled the sack out and tied it off. Tomorrow was trash pickup day,
which meant she ought to take the big garbage can out to the curb now.


Bother.


She detoured on her way to the garage to get her tinted
glasses from the bedroom. She knew she looked stupid wearing them at night but
there was always the chance she’d run into her neighbor, Mr.
Sexy-and-Good-Looking himself. The ultimate fantasy come to life. Ever since
he’d moved in next door she’d lusted after him. Yup, that was the only word.
Lusted. If she admitted it, reluctantly, by now it had morphed into something
else. If you reached for the impossible, might as well make it as unattainable
as you can, right? The image of him was the one always dancing in her brain
when she wrote her erotic heroes and every contact with him only reinforced it.


They’d actually had many conversations, on her back porch or
his. About his life as a SEAL. About politics, books and movies. Even about
sports.


“You’re one of the few women I’ve ever met who’s as addicted
as I am,” he told her once during a heated debate about Super Bowl contenders.
They’d even indulged in some casual flirting, scattered episodes that she
hugged to her heart and pulled out at night to relive over and over.


The conversations were relaxed and easy, even the flirting,
and always—always—in the daylight hours so she could hide behind her
big, dark sunglasses. Of course he’d never seen her without the glasses and she
didn’t intend to start now.


If only Clay Randall could fall in love with her as she was
falling for him.


If only.


Sure enough, as she wheeled the can out of her narrow
one-car garage to the curb there he was, setting out his own trash. Just the
sight of him with his muscular body outlined by the soft light of the street
lamps was enough to start her heart pounding. She couldn’t stop looking at the
way his t-shirt stretched taut across well-muscled shoulders and a broad chest
that tapered to a narrow waist. Worn jeans clung to narrow hips and long legs.


His sun-streaked brown hair just brushed the top of his
t-shirt, framing a face with high cheekbones and a square jaw. Bridget was sure
she had his features memorized by this time. Every hero in her books bore an
uncanny resemblance to Clay Randall. If she could just keep him in her head and
out of her heart. He was so far out of her league.


“Hey, Bridget.” His grin was enough to heat her blood and
set the pulse in her cunt to beating harder than a jungle drum.


“Hey yourself, Clay.” She placed her garbage can very
carefully at the curb, making sure the lid was tight. And making doubly sure
she stayed out of touching distance from Mr. Hottie.


“What’s with the sunglasses?” he asked.


“Sunglasses?” Damn. Bridget felt the familiar knot of
tension grab her in the pit of her stomach.


“Maybe nobody told you, sugar, but there’s no sun out right
now.” He made a show of looking up at the sky. “Actually, I think it’s pretty
dark.”


“I, uh, have a problem with my eyes. That’s why I always
keep the glasses on.”


Why didn’t I wait and make sure he wasn’t out here? I’ve
always avoided him at night just for this reason.


“Oh.” His face sobered instantly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean—”


“It’s okay.” She waved it off. “No problem.”


“So, how’s life treating you these days?” he asked, leaning
one hip against his can.


“Not bad.” Terrible. “How about you?”


“You know.” He shrugged. “Same old, same old.”


“How long you home for this time?”


Bridget knew Clay was a SEAL, often deployed on missions for
weeks at a time. He’d bought the house for the same reason she’d purchased
hers—to have some permanence and stability in his life. Bridget figured she’d
probably never have a home of her own otherwise and apartment living had just
gotten too old for her. Clay said he wanted a place to unwind that was all his.
A place where he could put down roots. Do whatever he wanted.


Every so often she’d see a woman in the backyard with him,
or sitting beside him in his car as he backed out of the driveway. Tall, leggy
brunettes and redheads, with typically classic good looks. The sound of their
intimate laughter was a knife straight to her heart, because she knew she’d
never share those kinds of moments with him. She dreaded the day he brought a
wife home with him and she was forced to watch them wrapped in a haze of
happiness and sexual satisfaction.


“Well.” She wiped her suddenly damp palms on her shorts.
“I’d better go in.”


“Me too. Big night tomorrow night.” But he made a faced as
he said it.


“You don’t look like it’s too big. Or that you’re too happy
about it.”


He shrugged. “My team captain happens to live in San Antonio
too, just by coincidence, and his wife is involved in some big charitable ball
that’s going down tomorrow night. The one that kicks off Fiesta. He made
everyone on the team who lives around here buy a ticket. Not only that, he
insists that we have to go.”


And of course he’ll be going with a gorgeous piece of arm
candy.


“Surely your date will keep you from being too miserable.”
There. That was the right casual tone, wasn’t it?


“No date.” He ran a palm over his hair. “No one I could ask
to rent a costume and dress up for a masquerade. Bad enough I have to do it
myself.”


“No gorgeous babe hanging around these days?” She hated
herself for asking the question, no matter how casual she tried to make it.


His laugh was humorless. “Not lately. Must be losing my
charm. Or maybe it’s just that I’m starting to lose interest in all show and no
go. I’ll just guts it out.”


Bridget nodded but both her mind and her heart were racing.
She knew all about the masquerade. Joni’s boss was also on the committee and
Joni had been pestering Bridget for weeks to buy a ticket. The cheapest ones
were a hundred bucks, though, and not something Bridget wanted to dig into her
stash to buy.


But Clay was going without a date. Well, well, well. An
outrageous idea was percolating wildly in her brain.


“So I guess you’ve got your costume then?”


“Yeah.” Lines of displeasure grooved his cheeks. “Thank god
at least most of my face will be covered so there’s no chance anyone will recognize
me.”


Bridget cocked her head, all kinds of possibilities suddenly
speed-racing through her brain. “You have a full face mask?”


He nodded. “In a manner of speaking. I’m going as a pirate.
Figured that wasn’t too embarrassing. Got a scarf thing to wrap over my head
and a big black mask that matches it over my eyes.”


A pirate. Bridget filed that piece of information away in
her mind.


“Women love pirates.” She hoped her tone was casual enough.
“They’ll probably be hanging all over you.”


Clay snorted. “I doubt it. The women who show up at these
things seldom come alone and the ones that do aren’t worth the price of a
drink.”


“Maybe tomorrow night you’ll be surprised.” She wet her
lips. “Tell you what. I’ll make a bet with you.”


“A bet?”


“Uh-huh. I predict you’ll meet a mysterious woman. She won’t
even tell you her real name. She’ll tempt you and tease you and make you want
to sweep her off her feet.”


Clay’s mouth kicked up in a grin. “That right? You
guaranteeing it?”


“I said I’d bet with you, didn’t I?” She shoved her hands in
the pockets of her shorts, waiting tensely for his answer. “Well? You gonna put
your money where your mouth is?”


He laughed. “Okay. A bet. Loser buys dinner.”


“You’re on.” She held out her hand.


Clay’s grip was firm and warm. Bridget had expected that,
but she hadn’t been prepared for the jolt of electricity that sizzled up her
arm and through her body. She pulled her hand back quickly, doing her best to
ignore the gleam of mischief in Clay’s eyes.


“I certainly hope so,” he teased.


Bridget’s cheeks turned hot. This was just harmless
flirting, something Clay probably did as naturally as he breathed. But for her
this was a scarce commodity. Once men got a look at her eyes all flirting was
off the table.


“I-I have to go.” She hurried up the driveway, calling over
her shoulder, “Good luck. And I expect a full report.”


“If it turns out the way you predict,” he answered, “don’t
look for too many details.”


If only this works.


”Confession time day after tomorrow, okay? We’ll meet over
the fence.”


“Only long enough so I can tell you where I want you to take
me for dinner. Get ready for an expensive meal.”


“We’ll see. Night, now.”


She nearly ran into the house, her mind racing. She might
never realize her goal of introducing herself in public as a published author
but she at least had the possibility of one night with the man who filled her
dreams. And one night was better than none.


Joni would surely still be awake. It hadn’t been that long
ago that she’d called. Bridget’s hand was shaking so much as her plan took
shape she had to make two tries at dialing the number. Then she nearly stumbled
over her words telling her friend why she was calling.


“You want to do what?” Joni’s voice sounded shocked at
Bridget’s request.


“You heard me. I want to buy a ticket to the masquerade
ball. Do you still have any left?”


“Masquerade ball?” Joni sounded stupefied. “The one tomorrow
night?”


“Yes.” Bridget almost shouted the word. “What’s the problem?
You’ve been pestering the shit out of me to spend my hard-earned money on this
for days. Now that I’m saying yes you act like I’m out of my mind.”


“Yes. No. I mean…”Joni’s voice trailed off. “It’s just that
this is definitely not your usual thing. I know I asked you about buying a
ticket but honestly, Bridget. Don’t take this the wrong way but I really didn’t
expect you to say yes. And if you did, I didn’t think you’d go.”


“Of course not. Why would I?” Bridget swallowed the
automatic resentment. This was no time to get testy. “So can I meet you for
breakfast and get a ticket? I’ll even buy.”


“Is something going on here I don’t know about?” Joni
demanded.


“Listen,” Bridget pleaded. “Just this one time can you do
something for me without the third degree? Do you have a ticket left and can I
get it from you in the morning?”


Joni’s sigh echoed all the way through the connection.
“Sure. Okay. Bennie’s Bagels at eight? That’ll still give us time to get to
work.”


Bridget paused. “I’m a taking a personal day tomorrow.”


“You’re not going into work?” Joni was nearly shrieking.
“Something’s definitely up. Give me details in the morning and you can have the
ticket for free.”


“We’ll see. Just be there at eight.”


She hung up before Joni could pester her with anything else.
Back at her computer she pulled up the yellow pages for the city and did a
search for costume houses and costume stores. Printing out the list, she
circled the most accessible ones, folded the sheet and tucked it into her
purse. No one would be open until at least nine but by then for sure she’d be
rid of Joni. Tomorrow would be a busy, busy day.


She closed her eyes and ran over her mental list.


Costume.


Hair.


Mani-pedi.


Wax job.


And then the ball.


This was going to cost her a fortune, but if it worked out
it would be so worth it. She’d have one wonderful night of memories to hug
tightly for a long time.


Bridget knew this could all blow up in her face but she had
to do it. No question about it. She tried to tamp down the thrill of excitement
wriggling through her. But if she was very, very careful, she could end up with
the night of her life.









Chapter Two


 


Bridget was desperately trying to control the worst case of
nerves she’d had in her entire life. She’d decided to take a taxi rather than
drive herself. But when the cab pulled up in front of her house she almost sent
it away.


Coward.


Okay, yes. She was definitely that. But then she took one
last look at herself in the mirror. Blonde hair piled artfully on top of her
head and secured with rhinestone-studded sticks. Makeup flawlessly applied,
although ninety percent of her face was concealed behind a red satin mask with
wings at the eyes and decorated with sequins. Her body, waxed in all the
important places, was laced into a red satin ball gown that flowed from her
hips in a wide circle. And beneath it the most sinfully sexy red lingerie she’d
ever worn in her life. All of it sprayed discreetly with Decadence, a new scent
she’d purchased.


She’d had a couple of moments of hesitation, the first one
at breakfast that morning when Joni insisted on filling out a form and giving
her a receipt for the ticket.


“Can’t I just give you the cash and you give me the ticket?”
she asked. No way did she want her name listed anywhere if she could avoid it.


Joni shook her head. “That’s not the way they do it. The
rules of the ball say everyone gets a receipt because it’s a charitable
deduction and it also helps compile a master list. One the committee can use
each year to get repeat attendees.” When she saw Bridget frown she quickly
added, “You don’t have to go again. Really. I’m not even sure why you’re going
now. And if they contact you next year just toss the reminder. But my mother
will kill me if I break the rules.”


The second stumbling block came when she made her
appointment at the salon. Everyone would be looking at her. She’d finally insisted
she had to keep the tinted glasses on and despite the curiosity she’d managed
to get through it all.


Because in the end she’d had little choice if she wanted to
go through with this. One night of hot sex with Clay Randall. If she
could find the right pirate in the crowd. If her seduction worked. And if—big
if here—she could get away without losing herself completely.


So here she was, about to attend the first event like this
in her thirty-one years. No one could see her face. No one could mock her. She’d
be a mysterious woman who looked beautiful behind her disguise. For one night
he would be hers. She could even delude herself into thinking he was in love
with her. A memory to cherish for a lot of years, even as she watched him with
the ever-changing parade of eye candy.


Okay. Deep breath. Now or never, kiddo.


Still, all the way to the hotel her heart beat erratically
and she kept wiping her palms with the lace-edged hankie she was holding. Of
course there was a traffic jam at entrance to the hotel and the cab had to wait
its turn to pull into place. A uniformed valet attendant opened the cab door
for her and helped her out. Which was a good thing because she wasn’t used to
moving in this kind of voluminous skirt.


Reaching into a deep pocket of the dress she pulled out a
tiny purse and fished out money for the driver. Then she drew a deep breath,
let it out slowly and pushed through the glass door into the immense lobby.


People in costume were everywhere, a steady flow heading
toward the elevators and escalators. Including a fair number of pirates. Oh,
lord. How was she supposed to recognize Clay? She should have gotten a better
description of his particular costume. Moving carefully she made her way to the
escalator, too impatient for the long wait at the elevator. In the wide gallery
in front of the ballroom the crowd was even more jammed together, the noise
level rising. And from behind the closed doors of the ballroom she could hear
the strains of the orchestra.


Men in tuxedos were stationed at each door and when she
approached one he smiled and said, “Ticket please.”


Nervously she pulled the small square of rich cardboard from
her pocket and handed it to him.


“Enjoy yourself, madame. There are several bars set up
around the room and you may sit at any table that does not have a reservation
sign.”


Sit. At a table. Bridget hadn’t even thought about that. It
wasn’t a dinner, just dessert and drinks, so she’d just figured everyone would
be standing around drinking or dancing. Well, no worries. She’d be spending
most of her time looking for Clay.


But looking around she realized just how difficult that
might be. The huge ballroom was jammed but not too many people were sitting.
They were either lined up at the bar, gathered in small groups or on the dance
floor. The music was something Latin and people were throwing their hips into
it.


Bridget managed to squeak up to one bar and finally get a
glass of wine, gulping half of it to bolster her flagging courage. How on earth
had she imagined she’d be able to find Clay in this mob, much less set out to
seduce him?


Then she turned and bumped squarely into a tall, muscular
pirate. He might be completely masked but she’d know that aftershave anywhere.
Clean and earthy at the same time. She’d inhaled it enough times when she’d
chatted with him before he left on one date or another.


“Sorry,” he muttered, steadying her with his hands at her
elbows.


“No, my fault.” She pitched her voice lower than normal. Not
that she figured Clay would recognize it anyway. She was just Next Door
Bridget, unremarkable to him in any way. He probably dropped her from his mind
the minute she pulled away from his house. She dabbed at his silk shirt with
the tiny bar napkin.


“Don’t worry about it.” His deep voice cut through the music
and hubbub. “It’s probably only the first of many tonight.”


Okay, Reilly. Do what you came here to do.


“I hope your wife or date won’t be upset that your shirt’s
wet.”


“No wife, no date. How about you?”


Yes! He was actually showing some interest!


She shook her head. “Just me. By myself.”


Am I making it too obvious? But I just have tonight. I
can’t afford to waste time.


“The men in this city must be nuts if they weren’t standing
in line to escort you tonight.”


She laughed, wondering if she sounded as slightly hysterical
to him as she did to herself, and sipped more wine to calm herself. “I really
just came tonight as a favor to a friend.”


As they’d been talking he’d maneuvered her away from the bar
and out of the line of traffic to a nearby corner.


“There,” he said, when they were away from the press of the
crowd. “At least we won’t get run over. So where’s the friend you’re doing a
favor for? How come he isn’t with you?”


“She will be here later.” And I’d better be out of
the ballroom by then, although there’s no way she’ll recognize me in this
outfit.


He lifted an eyebrow. “She?”


“Um-hum. And I’m pretty sure she has her own plans for the
evening. I wouldn’t even have come tonight but I hated to buy the ticket and
waste the money.”


He plucked her wineglass from her fingers and set it on the
nearest table.


“Since we’ve cleared up that there’s no he involved,
I think we should dance.”


“Dance?” God, she sounded like an idiot.


“Yes.” His lips, the only part of his face that was visible,
curved in a sensuous smile. “You know. Bodies moving to music. Come on.”


Before she realized it they were on the dance floor, the
orchestra was playing something slow and dreamy and she was finally in Clay
Randall’s arms. And oh god, it felt so very, very good. His body was so hard,
his muscles like stone. His arm around her was a band of steel and he held her
close enough that she could feel the hot length of his cock even through all
the layers of their clothing. She wanted to rub herself all over him like a
cat.


Clay bent his head so his mouth was close to her ear, close
enough that she could hear him over the conversation and music. “If you aren’t
here with a date or your friend you’re doing a favor for, won’t you be pretty
bored?”


Bridget wet her lips. Now or never. No time to waste. I
can do this, right?


“I came to have an adventure.”


He lifted his head and looked down at her. “Yeah? What kind
of adventure?”


She tucked her head into his shoulder. “Oh, I don’t know.
Maybe I’ll meet a dashing pirate and run off with him for the night.”


His arm around her tensed and the hand that was holding hers
tightened. “Really. But you’ve already met the pirate, right?”


“Um, yes, so it seems.” Her heart was pounding so hard with
nerves she was sure he could feel it.


“Or are you still looking?” His tone was light. Teasing. But
also definitely questioning.


And the arm wrapped around her lowered enough so his hand
swept lightly over the curve of her ass. Every hormone in her body jumped to
life and surged through her system.


“That depends on you.” The music came to an end and she let
him lead her back to their spot against the wall.


“How so?”


“Well, if I can seduce you then I can stop looking for
pirates. Right?”


Even with the mask covering most of his face his eyes were
still visible through the slits. When he looked at her she saw surprise in
them. “You don’t waste much time, do you?”


She lifted one shoulder in what she hoped was a delicate
shrug. “I only have tonight so I have to work fast.”


“Why? Do you turn into a pumpkin?”


Worse. An ugly toad.


“No. Just an ordinary person.”


“Why do I have the feeling there really isn’t much ordinary
about you?”


“You’d be wrong to think that. But for tonight,” she
gestured at herself, “for tonight I can be the mysterious seductress who woos
the devilish pirate.”


“I think I need to get us a drink.” His hand rested briefly
on the column of her neck. “After all, can’t have a good seduction without a
proper drink, right?”


“I guess not.”


“Wine, right?”


She laughed. “And this time I’ll try not to spill it on
you.”


He bent his head to her again. “If you do I’ll just have to
make you lick it up.”


Visions of that sent a shiver skating over her skin and
cream soaking her bright-red thong. Oh, she definitely wanted her mouth on hm.
His chest. His nipples. Every inch of his skin. His cock. She shivered again.
Tonight she wanted to act out every fantasy she’d written about in her erotic
romances.


This is really going to happen.


If I don’t screw it up.


 


Clay waited as patiently as he could to get to the
bartender. He wanted to fetch the drinks and get back to his tiny piece of
paradise in the corner of the ballroom. Where the hell had she come from, this
lady in red? And why had she sought him out? Had bumping into her just been an
accident or had she manipulated it? Set her sights on him and planned it?


Oh, yeah, right. How big is your ego, dipshit? With all
the men wandering around in this room she deliberately sought you out?


Okay, accident then. He’d have to pay homage to the goddess
of fate. If the night turned out the way he hoped, of course.


She felt so delicious in his arms, soft and curvy, not like
the lean women he usually dated whose bones clanked with his. So why the hell
did he keep going back to them if he found them so distasteful?


Because all men think with their dicks and their dicks
have been taught that tall and thin is the badge of honor.


Well. Whoever thought that up is fucking damn stupid.


Because feeling Miss Red Dress in his arms, her soft breasts
pushing against the wall of his chest, letting his hand drift to that luscious
curve of her ass had him hard enough to drive railroad spikes. Just dancing
with her had him mentally stripping that red dress from her body and imagining
the creamy skin beneath. He wondered if the curls on her pussy were the same
rich shade of gold as those piled on top of her head.


“Sir?”


He looked up, realized it was finally his turn at the bar
and the bartender was looking at him impatiently.


“Bourbon on the rocks and a glass of white wine.”


He stuffed a couple of bills in the tip jar and managed to work
his way back to the lady in red without spilling anything.


“Thank you.” She took the glass from him with graceful
fingers.


Fingers that he suddenly wanted to suck individually,
licking them with his tongue.


Jesus! Had she cast a spell on him?


“You haven’t told me your name,” he pointed out.


“Oh, but isn’t that the point of a masquerade? To keep your
identity secret?”


He chuckled. “I guess you’re right. But I have to call you
something besides Hey You.”


She lifted the fabric of her dress and let it drop. “How
about Red?”


He cupped the tiny portion of her chin not covered by her
mask. “Okay. Red sounds good to me.”


“But what about you?” she teased. “Should I call you Black
Jack? Since you’re all in black?”


“How about just Black? Then we’ll be like the roulette
wheel—Red and Black.”


Her laugh was like the sound of silver chimes. “Works for
me.”


“So what’s the next step in your great adventure?”


She lifted one shoulder gracefully. “Maybe another dance?”


He placed his glass on the edge of the table next to them,
took hers and set it beside his own. “Then I think this is our song.”


He was grateful that it was another slow melody, bluesy in
its flavor. A song made for lovers. He was grateful for its tempo, unwilling to
expend the energy he hoped to need by gyrating on the dance floor.


He swung her into his arms as if he’d been doing it for
years. She fit perfectly against his body, her scent drifting in a tantalizing
wave across his nose. His hand against her back drifted down to the swell of
her buttocks again, bunching the material and sliding it back and forth. She
hummed against his chest, a little sigh of pleasure that made him want to yank
the fabric up to her waist and find the naked skin of her ass.


Wait! Stop! This is her adventure. Let her take the lead.
Don’t jump all over her like a horny teenager.


But with her pressing her body against his, moving in that
slow, sexy rhythm with him, what was he supposed to do? He was, after all, a
red-blooded male with all the right equipment and reactions.


“Do you live in San Antonio?” he asked, trying to divert his
thought processes.


“Yes, I do.”


“Too bad we’ve never met before. I like an adventurous
woman.” He shifted and turned them in a new direction. “Although I’m gone a
lot.”


“Oh? Do you travel on business?”


“Yeah, you could say that.”


She moved her body against his, rubbing her breasts against
him in a barely noticeable movement. He felt her hard nipples even through the
satin of her dress and the silk of his shirt. His cock flexed, demanding
freedom. Wanting to feel her heat.


“Are you deliberately trying to drive me crazy?” he asked in
a strangled tone.


“Why, Black.” She moved her hips forward. “Whatever do you
mean?”


“Maybe you should tell me a little more about what this
adventure of yours is going to entail. Just so I don’t get myself in hot
water.”


Did she tremble or was it his imagination?


“I told you. I mean to seduce a willing pirate and have my
way with him. All night long.”


“Just for one night?” He turned her in yet another
direction, needing to do something, anything except stand practically still
with their bodies glued together.


“Oh, but that’s the key to an adventure. One night of total
erotic bliss with an exciting stranger. Someone with whom you can toss away all
inhibitions. If you had to see the person again you might feel…feel…”


“Embarrassed?”


“Maybe.”


“But what if you enjoyed it so much you wanted to do it
again? With the same person.”


“No, that’s the key to an adventure like this,” she
insisted. “No names, one night, exciting memories.”


Clay swallowed. “Then why are we wasting it on the dance
floor?”


She lifted her head, the little he could see of her eyes
suddenly uncertain.


“Unless you’ve changed your mind, of course.” He tried to
tamp down the disappointment that surged forward.


“N-no. Not at all.” She released a little shuddering sigh.
“So are you telling me you’re already seduced?”


“Enough that I want this to continue someplace a lot more
private.”


Again he felt the little shudder and she stopped moving,
stepping away from him.


“Wait here for me. I’ll be right back.” Lifting her skirt in
both hands so she didn’t trip, she hurried from the ballroom. Clay stared after
her then retrieved his drink and downed the rest of it. He hoped she’d hurry,
because he was more than ready for whatever she had in mind.


 


Bridget hurried as fast as she dared, down the escalator and
through the busy lobby to the reservations desk. While she waited with barely
concealed impatience she looked around, hoping she didn’t spot Joni. Of course,
who would recognize her the way she was dressed? Joni had never seen her like
this and the mask covered all of her face except her pupils, her lips and a
tiny bit of her chin.


“May I help you?”


The voice of the clerk dragged her back to her errand.


“Yes. I’d like a room for the night. Please.”


The clerk did his thing at his system computer then looked
up and smiled. “We don’t have too much because of the ball. A lot of people
have taken rooms.” She laughed. “I guess so they don’t have to worry about
driving.”


“But you still have something available.”


“I do. But all I have are suites.”


Bridget bit back a sigh. More digging into her secret stash.
“How much?”


“We have a special on for the event. Four hundred dollars.”


“Are you kidding me?”


“It’s normally almost twice that but the owner is on the
ball committee so he set special rates.”


Oh well. At least it will be worth it. I hope.


“Okay. I’ll take it.” She handed over her credit card,
filled out the registration form and accepted the key card the clerk slid
across the counter to her. “One thing, though.”


“Yes?”


“If anyone asks who rented this room, please tell them that
information is confidential.” The last thing she wanted was for Clay to quiz
the staff and find out her name.


“Not a problem. I’ll pass the message along to the next
shift and note the account.”


“Thank you.” She let out a sigh of relief.


“We hope you enjoy yourself,” the clerk told her.


“Oh, I plan to. Yes, indeed.”


Back to the escalator, up to the next floor, down the hall
to the ballroom. What if he’d changed his mind? What if he was gone? Or worse
yet, had hooked up with someone else?


Please, please, please be there.


She shoved her way through the knots of people in the broad
hallway, ignoring the snotty remarks until she reached the ballroom again. And
there he was. Still leaning against the wall, looking sexier than any man she’d
ever met. Bridget let her breath out in a whoosh, settled her nerves and made
her way toward him slowly.


His lips, visible below the mask, curved in a warm grin. “I
wasn’t sure you were coming back.”


“I just went to make the arrangements for the next part of
our adventure.”


“And did you?”


She nodded and shielding her actions with her body slid the
key card from her pocket so that just the edge of it showed. “You still feeling
seduced?”


Please say yes.


“Not as much as I expect to be if we use that card in your
pocket.” He put his hand on her elbow, aware that fine tremors were vibrating
through her system. “Red? We can call this off right now if you’ve changed your
mind.”


She kept walking. “Not me. How about you?”


“Are you crazy? Just show me the way.”


She was glad for the secure feeling of his elbow steadying
her as they made their way to the elevators. He was a solid presence behind her
while they waited, his big body shielding as if sensing her nervousness about
the crowd. At last the elevator arrived, they stepped on and she pressed the
button for the twentieth floor with a hand that trembled only slightly. Neither
of them said a word when the doors opened at their floor. But as they walked
down the hallway he took her hand and squeezed it gently.


“I think this will be my adventure too, Red.”


“Really?” she asked in a breathy voice.


“Really,” he assured her.


When she had the door open he followed her inside. Closing
the door with his elbow, he turned her to face him and brought his mouth down
on hers.


A stunning jolt of electricity sizzled through her straight
to her pussy.


Oh, god. This was going to get far more complicated than
she’d bargained for.






Chapter Three


 


The kiss made Bridget so weak in the knees that she had to
cling to Clay’s arms to hold herself steady. His lips were firm and warm,
pressing against hers lightly at first but then increasing the pressure and
using his tongue to trace the closed seam. He lightly licked her upper and lower
lip before pushing until she opened for him. He swept inside, his tongue
everywhere lighting fires like a dancing flame.


Someone moaned and she was sure the sound came from her. His
tongue glided over hers, searching her mouth relentlessly. Licking, caressing,
drawing her own tongue into his mouth. Her breath was trapped in her throat and
heat consumed her. At the point where she was sure she’d pass out from lack of
oxygen—and didn’t even care—he lifted his mouth from hers and stared directly
into the part of her eyes he could see.


“Jesus!” he breathed. “Your kisses should come with a
warning.”


“Yours too.”


She reached past him to find a switch on the wall beside the
door and flipped it on, turning on two small table lamps.


Clay looked around at their surroundings. “A suite?”


“Only the best for my adventure,” she told him.


“Then I’d better do my damndest to make it worth your
while.”


His mouth cruised over her neck, kissing, nipping, licking.
He paused at the hollow of her throat, pressing the tip of his tongue against
her hammering pulse before trailing kisses along her collarbone. Again he
scattered little nips that he soothed with his tongue then moved to the upper
swell of her breasts. When he stopped she cried out in protest.


“I think we need to be a little more horizontal for what I
want to do.”


She was pleased to discover his breathing was just as uneven
as her own.


“I think I’m the one who’s supposed to be taking the lead
here.”


His grin was wicked. “Then I say lead on.”


Still quaking inside she took his hand and led him into the
bedroom, which was as huge as the living room part of the suite. Spotting the
king-size bed that seemed to be the focal point, she took another deep breath
and urged Clay over so he was sitting on the edge of the bed.


“Showtime,” she said in a voice almost a whisper.


I can do this. I can. Just keep it light. Nothing heavy.
Don’t scare him away.


He sat with his hands on his thighs, his eyes behind the
mask burning with intensity.


The dress had a zipper running the length of it in back.
Bridget had practiced at home and found she could reach back over her shoulder
and pull it down halfway, then reach upward and slide it down the rest of the
way. She did it now slowly, tugging the head of the zipper until the material
parted and the dress slipped from her shoulders. Pushing downward from her hips
she shimmied until the dress pooled at her feet then daintily stepped out of
it. She now wore only the outrageously expensive lace-and-satin demi bra and
the barely there thong in salacious red. And her wickedly high heels.


She was rewarded by the hiss of Clay’s indrawn breath and
the tightening of his fingers on his thighs.


“Holy shit, Red,” he breathed. “If I say you are every man’s
wet dream will I offend you?”


She laughed, giddy. “Not at all. Praise a woman lives to
hear.”


“That’s good because it’s the damn truth.”


She did a slow turn, pivoting on her stilettos, letting him
look his fill of her from every angle. Only the anonymity of the mask gave her
the courage to do this and she took full advantage if it, cocking her hip at a
saucy angle when she finished.


“Surely you aren’t going to stop now.” His voice held a hint
of unsteadiness.


“Not on your life.”


She put the tip of one forefinger on her lower lip and bit
it gently. Clay sucked in a breath and Bridget watched his fingers dig so
deeply into his thighs she wondered if he’d leave grooves. She was so turned-on
just from watching his reaction to her that moving to the next step seemed
almost natural. Turning away from him, she widened her stance and bent over
from the waist, giving him an unobstructed view of her ass, the thong riding in
the crevice and the lips of her pussy flaring out on either side of the
insubstantial crotch material. Just for good measure she wiggled her hips. She
was getting bolder by the minute and enjoying it in a way she’d never imagined


“Jesus, Red.” Clay’s voice was hoarse with barely controlled
lust. “When do I get to touch?”


“First you have to get naked,” she told him, turning around.
“I want to see your body too.”


He rose and began to pull his shirt from the waistband of
his pants but Bridget was on him in a flash.


“My job,” she said, making her voice low and sultry. “After
all, I’m in charge of this seduction. Right?”


“For the moment.” He dropped his hands and stood immobile
while she finished freeing the shirt then nudged him to bend slightly so she
could pull it over his head.


Ohmigod!


Bare of any clothing his shoulders looked even broader,
muscles rippling, brown hair scattered across his chest and arrowing down to
disappear into his trousers. Licking her lips again, Bridget lifted a hand and
ran it over the curls, finding his flat nipples and scraping her fingernails
over them lightly. Clay tensed beneath her touch but otherwise made no move or
gave any indication of a reaction. It pleased her to know that her touch made
him dig for his self-control.


Her hands trembled slightly as she unfastened the drawstring
on his pirate pantaloons and undid the fly. The soft fabric fell easily past
his hips and hung over the tops of his boots. Hesitating for only a moment
Bridget hooked her fingers in the elastic of his boxer briefs and dragged them
down too.


Holy shit!


Nothing she’d ever written about prepared her for the thick,
swollen, erect cock that sprang free from its cradling nest of wiry hair, the
head dark with the blood that had rushed to it, a tiny drop of fluid sitting
teasingly on the slit. Below it hung the heavy sac with his testicles, resting
against his solid thighs. She couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from the
sight.


“Like what you see?” Clay’s voice had a provocative tone to
it.


“I think you’ll do.” She tried to match his tone.


“What about the masks?”


She shook her head. “That’s part of the mystery. The unknown
factor. The masks stay on, so the people behind them will be forever hidden.”


“But what if I want to see you? I could just rip it off, you
know.”


Bridget backed away from him, out of reach. He wouldn’t do
that, would he?


“If that’s what you have in mind then we stop right now. The
masks stay on.” She waited nervously for his answer.


He held up his hands. “Okay, okay.” He grinned. “Enhances
the mystery, right?”


“Right.”


Moving closer to him again she yanked back the covers and
pressed her hand against his chest. “You’ll have to sit down so I can get your
boots and, um, pants off.”


Obligingly he dropped back down to the bed but when she
glanced into his eyes she saw laughter and a hint of mischief. For a moment she
felt as if she were playing with a real pirate.


Kneeling down she tugged each boot off individually before
sliding the pantaloons and boxer briefs down legs with muscles that were as
hard as rocks, and pushing everything to the side. Then, with a confidence born
of the security of the mask, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft and brought
it to her mouth, glad that she’d opted for the three-quarter mask that left her
lips totally accessible.


Clay’s breath hitched as she closed her lips over it and ran
her tongue around the head, tasting the salty sweetness of his fluid.


“Jesus,” he hissed and cupped her head with his large palms.


Bridget hummed in satisfaction and continued to lick and
suck and savor. Her other hand stole between his thighs and cupped his balls,
manipulating them with her fingers. His grip on her head tightened and he tried
to thrust himself deeper inside her. But her experience with this was limited
and she hadn’t figured out how to accommodate anyone’s full length let alone
Clay’s enormous size.


She pulled back and wiped her lips with her fingers. “My
show,” she reminded him.


“Can I just say that you’re killing me?” he asked in a
strangled voice.


“Oh, I don’t think so.” She licked the head once more before
rising. “Not yet, anyway. I’m just getting started.”


“Oh, lord,” he muttered. “When is it my turn?”


“When I say so.”


She pushed him back onto the bed and nudged him to move his
body until he lay with his head on the pillows. Clambering up to straddle him,
still wearing the sexy lingerie and fuck-me shoes and balancing herself with
her hands on his shoulders, she pressed her mouth to his and thrust her tongue
inside. Lordy, but he tasted good. She caught the scent of her own musk as she
worked her tongue into every corner of his mouth, dancing with his tongue,
licking every inner surface.


When she’d drunk her fill she moved down the line of his
neck to his chest, finding his nipples and nipping each in turn. His big hands
came up to stroke her back, fingers tracing the length of her spine. She was
sure where her cunt pressed against him there was a patch of her cream. Could
he feel the tiny flutters inside her? Were they vibrating into his body?


Shifting position she moved her mouth to his stomach,
tracing the indentation of his navel and following the line of hair down to his
groin. She kissed his hipbones, his hard flat abs, the inside of his upper
thighs, encouraged by his groans and sounds of pleasure. Her fingers followed
the trail of her mouth, brushing against the hot flesh, loving the soft feel of
him beneath his taut skin.


He was all male, that was for sure, and she explored him as
she might a dish of candy, touching, tasting, rolling the flavor around in her
mouth.


His big hands grabbed her shoulders and dragged her up his
body. “Darlin’, if you don’t get serious pretty quick this show’s gonna be over
before it starts.”


“But I’m seducing you,” she protested, planting a wet kiss
on his chest.


“Believe me when I tell you I’m seduced. Even beyond
seduced. So could we please get down to business?”


She laughed. “I thought I was.”


 


If she got any more down to business Clay figured it would
be all over but the shouting. And he hadn’t had any fun himself yet. Although
he’d enjoyed the hell out of her seductive mouth and hands. In desperation he
pulled her farther up his body, grabbed the ties at the sides of her thong and
yanked them loose. Next to go was the bra, her breasts now free and tempting.
He tugged her forward so he could take one nipple into his mouth, the sensation
sending jolts of lightning straight to his already bursting cock.


He wanted to lick her pussy too, and lunge his fingers deep
inside her, but he was too close to the edge.


And then a devastating thought struck him. He opened his
mouth to let her nipple plop free and tightened his hands on her arms.


“I don’t suppose you set out on this seduction prepared at
all, did you?” he asked, desperately trying to remember if he had one lone
condom stashed in his wallet.


She bent forward and gave his chest another slow lick. “Like
the Boy Scouts I am always prepared.”


Gracefully she hopped off the bed, tossing the now loosened
thong and bra to the side, and picked up her dress from the floor. Reaching
into what appeared to be a very deep pocket she pulled out a string of condoms.
Clay’s eyes widened.


“You just stuck them in your dress like that? What if they’d
fallen out?”


“I didn’t want to carry a purse so I found a costume with
several deep pockets.”


He stared at the string in her hand. “Planning on making a
long night of it?”


She climbed back onto the bed and straddled him again. “Just
as long as you can hold out, Black.”


He started to say he was a SEAL and they had legendary
endurance. But this wasn’t the time to exchange personal information. This was
the time to launch the mission. Plucking the condoms from her hand he separated
one foil packet from the rest, tore it open and handed her the latex sheath.


“Care to do the honors?”


“Absolutely.”


She sounded confident but he could see her hands trembling
again. He wondered just how often Red indulged in one of these seductions.
Exactly how experienced she was. Part of the pleasure her mouth had given him
was the sudden realization that she was sort of learning as she went along. For
whatever reason she’d chosen him tonight he was eternally grateful. But she was
unknowingly playing havoc with his emotions too. From the connection of that
first kiss something more than physical attraction had been at work here, Clay
didn’t know whether to embrace it or run like hell.


He was jerked backed to awareness by the feel of her slender
fingers rolling the latex down the length of his rock-hard cock, smoothing it
into place.


“I think we’re ready.” There was just the tiniest catch in
her voice.


“Almost,” he told her, sliding a hand down his stomach to
find her pussy.


Her breathing hitched as he rubbed the hot flesh between her
thighs, finding it slick with her juices, her clit already swollen. When he
caught it between two fingers she jerked then rocked herself back and forth on
his hand. He manipulated his hand to ease two fingers up into her tight,
grasping sheath, pressing his thumb on her clit at the same time.


Oh, yeah, she was definitely ready. Time to take control.


In one smooth move he rolled her to her back, tucking her
beneath him and nudging her legs wide. She was so tempting, spread out the way
she was, her nipples wet from his mouth, her skin flushed with desire. He
wished like hell he could see her face, but there was no mistaking the heat in
her eyes. That was blatantly visible through the slits in the mask.


Bedroom eyes, he thought. Hot and seductive. Eyes a man
could get lost in. Damn he wished she’d take off the mask.


Positioning his body, he wrapped the fingers of one hand
around his cock and nudged her opening with the head. Her small hands came up
to clutch his shoulders and she spread her legs even wider. Clay took his time
sliding into her, enjoying the bite of her nails into the skin of his arms as
he stretched and filled her. When he was fully inside her, his balls touching
the lower curve of her ass, he closed his eyes, enjoying the moment.


Clay had been with a lot of women, probably more than he’d
like to admit, but not once did he ever experience what he was feeling now with
Red. It wasn’t just the physical contact, although that was off the charts. He
felt again the same connection that had hit him when he’d kissed her earlier.
Intense. Emotional. Reaching deep inside him.


Better put that thought away, macho man. This is a
one-time fantasy. You’ll never see her again.


The thought saddened him and he deliberately blanked it from
his mind.


Bending his head he pulled one nipple into his mouth again,
sucking hard and grazing it with his teeth until she cried out, arching up to
him. When the plump bud was swollen in his mouth he turned to the other one,
all the while his cock telling him to get to it. To move. To fuck her the way
he wanted to.


And finally he did, moving slowly at first, gliding in and
out of the wet sheath, the head of his dick bumping up against the mouth of her
womb. Then faster. Faster yet, until he was slamming into her again and again
and her cries of pleasure echoed in the room. Her cunt gripped him, pulling at
him, hips thrusting until…


Yes! God, yes!


The orgasm shook him so hard he forgot everything except
this woman and her body and the intense spasms rocketing them both over a cliff
into a black velvet oblivion. He pumped and pumped and pumped, wishing there
was no latex barrier between them, until the last drop of semen had been wrung
from his cock.


When he collapsed he rolled to the side, taking her with
him, still connected to her body, his arm wrapped around her holding her close.
His heart was banging against his ribs and his breath sounded like a ripsaw in
the air as he fought to get himself under control.


Jesus! If he was given to abstract feelings he’d have said
the whole experience was spiritual. Because it sure had gone way past just the
physical. Emptying himself into this woman was a bonding more than an exercise.


He smoothed his hands over her damp skin, following the line
of her back and the sweet curve of her ass. Oh, yeah. Her ass. Before the night
was over he’d have her there too. She was like a drug in his system. If he was
only getting this one shot he wanted it all. Every bit. Memories that he could
pull out at night in the jungles of Africa or the unforgiving Hindu Kush
mountains.


“You okay?” he asked when he was sure he could speak.


“More than okay.” Her voice was soft and when she spoke her
breath was like a soft breeze against his chest. “I think the seduction
worked.”


He laughed unsteadily. “More than.” His hand was still wandering
over her body. “Now it’s my turn to take care of you.”


She tilted her head back. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, under other circumstances I’d pick you up and carry
you into the shower with me. You have no idea how sexy showering together can
be.” He paused. “You ever done it before? Showered with someone? Had great
shower sex?”


“Um, sure. Of course I have.”


But he didn’t believe her. He heard the thread of
uncertainty in her voice. What kind of life did she lead? How had she reached
this point, where sexual exploration was so uppermost in her mind that she’d
set out to seduce someone, yet came to it so obviously lacking in experience?
He’d give a month’s pay to know her background.


But that wasn’t what tonight was about. And her combination
of wickedness and innocence was an incredible turn-on.


“Well,” he went on, “since you insist we keep our masks on
we can’t exactly dunk ourselves. So as the very happy recipient of your charms
I’m going to give you a sponge bath.”


She pushed away from him and sat up. “A what?”


“A sponge bath.” He cupped her chin and tilted her masked
face up to him. “You’ll love it. I promise. And it will give you time to rest
before the next act.”


“The…next act?”


He brushed his mouth against hers. “Surely you didn’t think
we were finished. Did you?”


“Um, no, I guess not.”


 


Bridget stared at him. She couldn’t imagine what was going
on in his mind but she was eternally glad he hadn’t told her it was time to
leave. She didn’t want her fantasy to be over so quickly. If she only had one
night with Clay Randall she was going to wring everything from it she could.


Because she had just realized an all-important fact—she was
definitely in love with Clay Randall. Not that it would ever come to anything.
She’d probably be carrying her heart around in pieces for a long time.


But it’s worth it. Oh, it’s so worth it.


She lay back on the pillows, inhaling the air still redolent
with the combined scents of their musk, the ripeness of sex. Her limbs felt
like limp noodles, her body so filled with lassitude that she couldn’t have
moved if she had to. Not even in her wildest imagination had she expected an
orgasm as intense as the one she’d just experienced. Anything else in her
pitiful sex life not only paled by comparison but disappeared into nothingness.
Now she knew what authors meant when they wrote about exploding rockets and
falling through space.


When Clay strode back to the bed from the bathroom she
couldn’t help but notice that his cock was still semierect. This whole night
was turning out even better than she’d expected.


“Lie back and relax.”


He sat down on the bed next to her, moving her over just
enough to give him room. In a moment he was stroking a warm cloth over her,
beginning at her neck and working his way down to her breasts, her tummy, the
sensitive flesh of her pussy and down her legs. His touch was light, almost
feathery, whispering over her skin, arousing her as much as it soothed.


She moaned, a little whimper of pleasure, as he brought the
cloth back to her cunt and nudged her thighs apart with his hand. The slightly
rough texture of the cloth brushed her clit and her pussy lips sensuously. The
walls of her cunt began to quiver, already responding to the stimulation. Her
legs moved restlessly and her hips arched slightly.


“Feel good, darlin’?”


Good was too tame a word for what she was feeling.


“Mmm,” was about all she could manage.


He leaned closer to her. “I’m going to make you feel even
better now that I’ve got you cooled off a little.”


Cooled off? Was he crazy? Her temperature was about to zoom
off the charts.


He dropped the washcloth into the little dish on the
nightstand, moved back onto the bed and knelt between her thighs, slipping his
hands beneath her ass.


“I’ve been dying to taste you ever since you slipped out of
that red dress and I got a full view of that luscious body. And now I’m going
to do it.”


He lifted her to his mouth and took a long, slow lick the
length of her slit. Bridget quivered beneath his touch, every nerve in her cunt
firing, her cream lubricating her.


“Yum.” He had his lips against her clit, his voice vibrating
against that hot little button. “Just as tasty as I thought.”


He did it again. And again, leisurely swipes with his tongue
capturing her liquid. Nuzzling his face against her, inhaling her scent.
Pulling her clit into his mouth and sucking on it. Swirling his tongue around
it.


The flutters intensified, turning into tiny spasms,
spreading through her body.


“Black!” she cried, thankful she had enough sanity left not
to call out his real name.


“It’s okay, Red.” He placed an open-mouthed kiss right on
her clit. “Go with it.”


And then he moved one hand to slide two fingers inside her,
his mouth still busy with her button of swollen flesh, and just like that she
came again. He fucked her with his fingers, adding a third one, his lips and
tongue never leaving her pussy. She shuddered, heels digging into the mattress,
hands fisted in the sheet. Spasm after spasm rolled through her and still he
never let up, until the final tremor subsided and she collapsed, completely
spent, every muscle limp and lax.


Then he eased her down and smoothed his hands over her sides
and her breasts, his mouth finally taking hers. She could taste herself on his
tongue, an intoxicating flavor that slithered through her. She sighed, wishing she
could take off the mask and kiss him without its restraints.


But she had bigger problems than that. The last thing she’d
expected was this powerful connection to the man she’d only thought to have a
one-night stand with. A night to treasure that would probably never be
repeated. It was more than just lust. More than just passion. Without realizing
it she’d just ripped her heart out of her body and handed it over to this man.


“This seduction thing seems to be working pretty good,” he
teased, bringing her back to the moment.


“Yes,” she breathed. “Better than good.”


Too much better than good.


He gave her another brief kiss—a mere brush of the lips—then
stood up. “We missed the goodies at the ball. If you plan to keep on seducing
me I think we need something to give us some energy. Room service or the
minibar?”


Not room service. If Clay happened to get nosy when the
waiter gave her the slip to sign the game would be over.


“I think the minibar will be just fine.”






Chapter Four


 


Clay found a silver tray on the credenza next to the minibar
and plundered the snacks the hotel provided. Cheese crackers, cookies and
pretzels weren’t his idea of romantic fare but it was better than nothing. He’d
actually been relieved when Red decided against room service. That would have
meant both of them pulling on the complimentary robes hanging in the bathroom
and he wanted her naked every possible minute. If all he had with her was this
one night he wasn’t about to spend any of it without her naked.


As he poured wine into the goblet on top of the bar and
added ice cubes to his bourbon he mulled the situation over in his mind. It
bugged him that she wouldn’t take off her mask. Or let him remove his. Who was
she? Was it possible she was someone’s wife, out for a wild night to get what
she couldn’t get at home?


But the moment the thought popped into his head he dismissed
it. He’d learned to be a pretty good judge of people during his years in the
SEALs. Often that ability meant the difference between life and death. No, Red
wasn’t anyone’s wife. Or very experienced at what she was doing. Although the
secrecy the mask provided seemed to give her unfamiliar courage.


One thing was for sure. He’d never enjoyed a woman as much
as he was enjoying this one. Nor felt such an instant emotional connection. He
wanted more than sex with her. A lot more. How to approach it, though, was the
problem. Come hell or high water, somehow he’d find out who she was, because he
had no intention of letting this end when morning rolled around.


When he carried the tray back into the bedroom Red was still
stretched out on the sheet, one arm thrown over her forehead, the other hand
resting on her slightly—and delightfully—rounded little tummy. He stopped for a
moment, thinking he could stare at her like this for the rest of his life.


The rest of his life?


Shit, Randall. You’ve got it bad and after only a few
hours.


“I think you actually have to bring the tray over here for
me to reach any of that,” she joked.


“What? Oh, sorry.”


He placed the tray on the nightstand, waited while she
hitched herself up with the pillows behind her then handed her the wine goblet.
Taking the tumbler with his own drink he touched it to her glass.


“To seduction.”


Below the edge of the three-quarter mask her lips curved in
a smile.


“To seduction.”


He sat on the edge of the bed, nudging her over to make room
for himself. “So, is this playing up to your expectations so far?”


I cannot believe I asked that dumbass question. She’ll
think I want her to stroke my ego.


Well, I do. And something else along with it.


“Why, Black, are you worried you might fall short of my
expectations?”


“Not a bit.” He leaned forward and ran his tongue over her
lips. “Just checking. The night isn’t close to being over.”


“Good.” She licked her lip where his tongue had been, the
gesture sending urgent messages to his cock. “That’s good.”


He lifted a pretzel from the bowl he’d dumped them into and
held it to her mouth, waiting while she took a bite of it before bringing it to
his own lips. Again that little tongue glided over her full bottom lip,
catching the crumbs from the pretzel. God, she was just the sexiest little
thing he’d ever met in his life. Clay was sure by the time she ate the whole
damn thing he’d be harder than concrete. He needed to distract himself.


“Is it against the rules for you to tell me about yourself?”
he asked, picking up another pretzel.


“But then the mystery would be gone, right?” She bit down on
the pretzel.


“Maybe we could stay away from things that are too personal.
For instance, what’s your favorite movie?” He popped the rest of the pretzel in
his mouth and chased it with some bourbon.


“It’s an old one and you’ll laugh when I tell you.”


“Why? Because it’s a typical chick flick?”


She shook her head. “Not at all. Delta Force with
Chuck Norris.”


Clay laughed. “That’s probably the last answer I’d expect.”


“See? I’m still a woman of mystery. Now you. Your favorite.”


“Also an oldie. The Hunt for Red October.”


“Hmm. So we both like military thrillers. Okay. Favorite
kind of music.”


She took a sip of her wine. “Easy. Anything country.”


“No kidding? Me too. Although I tend to like the older stuff
better.”


He picked up a chocolate cookie and put it to her lips. She
bit down on it, the action more sensual than he would have imagined. She
swallowed the bite but little chocolate crumbs stuck to her lower lip. Clay
couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward and captured them with his tongue, the
softness of her lips as intoxicating as the rich taste of the chocolate. Clay
was sure he’d never enjoyed minibar snacks this much before.


“Favorite food,” he continued.


“Pizza,” she answered at once.


“Steak and fries,” he came back.


She giggled. “Why did I know you were going to say that?”


He cocked an eyebrow. “Too cliché? Typical macho fare?”


“Uh-huh.”


He smiled. “What can I say? I play to type. Okay, favorite
color?”


“Red.”


“Mine too,” he grinned. “Especially after tonight.”


“Really?” Her glanced flicked to the rumpled pile of his
pirate clothes. “I would have thought black.”


“Black is only who I am for the night. All this talking must
be making you hungry.”


“I’m not sure that’s what revved up my appetite.”


He fed her another bite then waited while she chased it with
a swallow of wine. Everything she did, from drinking her wine to chewing the
cookie to all things sexual, she did with incredible grace. Yes, he could
definitely get off on watching her for hours.


“So, are we through with Twenty Questions yet?”


Her hand, resting on his thigh, was moving casually back and
forth, closer and closer to his cock, which definitely wanted to come out and
play again.


“I guess talking is highly overrated,” he growled, unable to
stand it a moment longer.


He placed both of their glasses on the tray and stretched
out on the bed beside her, shifting her so she was spooned against him. One hand
cradled a breast, the fingers idly pinching and tugging at the nipple, while
the other drifted down to the softness of her pubic curls and the damp heat of
her cunt. She was still delightfully wet, the lips warm to the touch. His
fingertip just grazed the tip of her clit, drawing a quick intake of breath
from her.


“Feel good?” he breathed in her ear.


“Oh, yes.”


He lifted her top leg and moved it so it rested on his
thigh, giving him greater access to her. Slowly, gently, he stroked her clit,
squeezing her nipple in a matching rhythm. Red moved her hips in a slow, liquid
tempo, riding the movements of his hand. What he really wanted to do was play
with her until she was nearly to the point of madness, pull her to her hands
and knees and fuck that sweet ass that made his mouth water.


But he hadn’t come prepared for that, hardly expecting that
the woman of his dreams would seduce him into an impromptu one-night stand. And
he was sure she hadn’t. In fact, he was pretty damn sure her ass was virgin. He
wanted to be her first and so he didn’t want to do anything to hurt her. Damn!
He was going to have to find a way to see her again. Somehow. Some way.


The more she rocked her hips against his touch the harder
his cock became and the more his balls ached. He wanted to shower kisses on her
cheeks but the damn mask was in the way so instead he bent his head slightly to
kiss the graceful column of her neck. Erotic little sounds were whispering from
her mouth, soft cries that threatened his control.


He increased the tempo of both hands, tormenting the nipple
as he alternately worked her clit and thrust three fingers in the grasping heat
of her pussy. She was breathing hard now, the little moans increasing in
intensity. The harder she rode him the hotter he got until he reached a point
where he had to be inside her. Right now.


If he couldn’t take her ass tonight he’d at least have the
next best thing. Grabbing one of the condoms from the nightstand he ripped the
foil with his teeth and sheathed himself with one hand. Rolling her onto her
tummy he lifted her so she was on her hands and knees and pulled two pillows
beneath her to brace her body.


Kneeling between her legs he placed his palms on the cheeks
of her ass and unable to help himself spread them wide to see the winking
rosebud of her anus. Impulsively he rimmed it with his tongue, eliciting a
shudder from her and a louder moan.


“I’d love to take you here,” he rumbled, “but I’m afraid to
hurt you.” He kissed each cheek. “But one of these days, Red, your ass will be
mine.”


One of these days? He didn’t even know her name.


Before she could say anything he placed the head of his
shaft at the opening of her cunt and drove in with one swift stroke.


Oh, Jesus!


He closed his eyes, letting her wet heat grip him and the
feeling of pleasure sweep through his body. And then he began to ride her,
plunging in and out, making himself keep to a steady, even pace. But as she
bucked back against him, matching his rhythm, his pace increased until he was
pumping into her harder and faster. Balancing himself with one hand on her hip
he slid the other one around until he found her clit.


He rubbed the hot little bundle of nerves and flesh, faster
and faster, carrying them both over the edge into a climax that shook him to
his very core. Nothing existed except for him and this woman and the racking
spasms shattering them both.


“Red?” he murmured.


“Mm-hmm?” She nestled against him, feeling so good next to
his body.


“You now we have something going here besides just good sex,
right?”


She tensed. “W-what do you mean?”


“I think you know exactly what I mean. This is more than
just sex.”


“But damn good sex, right?”


“Don’t try to distract me. I’d like to see you again. More
than just tonight.”


She was still taut, her body strung like a bow. What was
with her?


“I…I can’t do that, Black.”


He kissed her blonde curls. “Why not? You’re not married,
are you?”


“N-no. Nothing like that.”


“Then what? I think we’ve got a good thing going here. I
don’t want to lose it.”


She was silent for so long he wondered if she’d fallen
asleep. Then she said, “How about if we talk about it in the morning?”


“Okay. But just so you know, I’m not letting you leave
before we do.”


After what seemed like a long time but was probably only
minutes he withdrew from her and headed to the bathroom to dispose of the
condom. When he climbed back into bed he could sense from the relaxed state of
her body that she was seconds from sleep. Pulling her against him and wrapping
his arms around her, his last thought before his eyes slammed shut was that
she’d find her again if it was the last thing he did.


* * * * *


Bridget opened her eyes and looked around, disoriented at
first in her surroundings. A hotel room, and a pretty fancy one. Something was
covering her face and when she reached a hand up she realized it was a satin
mask. Mask! The masquerade ball! The second thing she realized was a warm, very
male body was in bed next to her, curled around her with a hand cupping her
breast.


Clay Randall! Ohmigod! She’d actually done it.


No wonder her body felt sore in so many places. Make that
delightfully sore as the memories of the night before came crashing back on
her.


Glancing at the little bedside clock with its red LED
numerals she discovered it was five thirty in the morning. Time to get the hell
out of here before Clay woke up and made leaving difficult. Or worse yet,
pulled off her mask. Besides, he’d been very insistent he wanted to talk to her
in the morning about seeing her again, and that was just not possible.


As gingerly as possible she slid from his embrace and
wriggled her way out of bed, groping around for her dress and shoes. She had no
idea where her bra and thong were. She’d just have to go commando. Her keys
were in one of the deep pockets in her dress along with her little change purse
and her credit card. Once she was dressed she’d be good to go.


Clay shifted on the bed and mumbled something, his arm
reaching out for her. She froze, holding her breath but in seconds he was back
asleep, snoring softly. Tiptoeing into the adjoining living room she pulled on
the dress and managed to get herself zipped into it. She eased the door open
then closed it softly behind her, slipped on her shoes and headed for the
elevator. She had no idea what condition her hair was in and she knew she was
bound to get weird looks with the mask on her face but she wasn’t about to take
it off. Not yet.


In the lobby she ignored the stares of people milling
around, checked out and accepted a copy of her bill then asked the parking
valet to get a cab for her. She finally breathed easily when the cab pulled
away from the hotel out into traffic and she was heading home.


Last night was definitely one for the memory books. Clay
Randall was every bit as magnificent and sexy as she’d imagined. The ball had
provided her with the one opportunity to have this night with him. She’d be
replaying it in her mind over and over again, reliving every single moment in
vivid detail. It had been more than she’d ever expected it to be, worth the
price of the ticket and the suite and even more than that.


But that would be the end of it. She couldn’t go around
wearing the mask forever and once Clay got a look at her eyes she’d be lucky if
he even socialized with her over their garbage cans.


Her problem, however, was that, just as he’d said, the night
ended up being about far more than sex. Clay had touched her feelings, brought
up emotions she hadn’t expected to come into play. Now she wanted more, and not
just more sex. She wanted everything. With him. The whole nine yards.


Except she knew she couldn’t have it. It was just a fragile
dream.


She was so lost in reverie she didn’t even realize the cab
had stopped moving.


“Hey. Hey, lady.”


She looked up to see the driver leaning over the back of the
front seat.


“Yes?”


“We’re here.” He pointed out the window. “This is the
address you gave me.”


“Of course.” She pulled out her change purse, paid the
driver and eased herself out through the door. “Oh, and here.” She handed him a
twenty-dollar bill. “Please. If someone tries to find out where you took me can
you ask the dispatcher not to give out my address?”


“Sure thing.” He frowned at her. “You gonna be okay going
inside by yourself?”


“Yes. I’ll be fine. And thanks again.”


She gathered up her skirt and hurried up to the porch,
unlocking the door and practically falling inside. Just in case Clay managed to
wake up right after she left and headed home she wanted to be tucked away in
her house before he could see her. Leaning against the closed front door, she
paused a moment to catch her breath. Then she ripped off the mask and tossed it
onto the little wall table.


I’ll bet that thing made a mess of my hair and face.


In her bedroom she got herself out of the dress and hurried
into the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror.


Oh, yes. A mess. Her golden curls the stylist had carefully
arranged on top of her head were falling this way and that, drooping now across
her forehead without the mask to hold them up. And the mask itself, after being
worn for so many hours, had left lines on her forehead and cheeks and reddened
her skin.


It had more than been worth the damage but now it was time
to turn back into plain old Bridget with the ugly eyelids. As she looked at
herself in the mirror it seemed to her that the heavy fold of skin had grown
even bigger but that had to be her imagination. Didn’t it?


Sighing, she turned on the shower and when the water was hot
enough stepped into it and let the spray beat down on her. She hated to wash
Clay’s scent from her body but last night was over. Finished. She needed to get
rid of everything but her memories.


Bridget spent a long time in the shower, lathering her body
twice with scented shower gel and thoroughly shampooing her hair. Then she took
even more time drying off, blow-drying her hair until it hung in its usually
straight curtain to her shoulders. She rubbed lanolin-rich cream into her face,
soothing the places where the mask had cut into it and finally, when she’d done
all the repair to her body she could, she pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of
yoga pants and went into the kitchen to make tea and toast. Skipping dinner and
spending the night in hot sexual activity should have given her a bigger
appetite but she could feel the adrenaline that had kept her going all night
washing out of her system. And with it her appetite. She knew she’d be crashing
any minute now. That was okay. She could fall asleep and dream about Clay and
the erotic things they’d done together. Later she’d make herself a better meal.


She brewed another cup of tea and was sipping the hot liquid
when she heard the sound of a car in the next driveway. Clay! She set the tea
down on the counter and hurried into the living room. The blinds on the picture
window were closed but she peeked between two of them, just in time to see
Clay’s car pull into his garage. She glanced at the funky wall clock hanging by
the door. A little after seven.


Had he slept an hour after she left then left the hotel? Or
had he spent part of that time trying to find out who had rented the suite, or
checking with the head valet to see if she’d taken a cab or driven herself? Had
he actually gone looking for her or had he just written it off as one night of
hot sex and goodbye?


And why do I even care? Nothing will ever come of it.


A car moved slowly down the street, stopping at each house.
The newspaper carrier. Her own paper landed on her porch with a thunk!
Making sure that Clay was nowhere in sight she opened the door, scurried out to
get the paper and ran back inside, slamming and locking the door.


And why would I care if he saw me? I take my newspaper in
every morning.


She was just spooked, that was all.


Sighing, she tossed the paper on a small table and headed to
her bedroom. The adrenaline crash was about to overtake her completely and she
needed a bed.


* * * * *


Clay took off the pirate garb and tossed it onto a chair in
his bedroom. In his bathroom he turned on the shower, letting it get as hot as
he could stand it then stepped in under the punishing spray. His body ached
from head to toe and he had no idea why. This wasn’t the first sexual marathon
he’d been involved in so why was it this time his muscles were protesting? Was
it because he’d worked harder, been more intense this time? Because for the
first time in ages it had really meant something?


He soaped his body, wishing Red was in the shower with him.
He’d love to see the drops sliding down that lush body, beading on her breasts
and nipples, leaving droplets on the dark-blonde hair covering her mound. He
closed his eyes and leaned against one wall of the shower, remember every dip
and swell of her body, the roundness of her breasts, the swollen buds of her
nipples.


In a flash he recalled the feel of her sweet, sweet pussy,
so tight, clenching around his cock, milking it. The taste of it, sweet and
tart, rich on his tongue and lips. He licked his mouth now as if he could still
taste her. He wanted to suck that sweet little pussy, thrust his tongue into
its hot walls. Scrape it against her sweet spot and feel her convulse in his
hands. Hear those wonderful little whimpers of pleasure.


God, fucking her had just been so sweet. More
soul-shattering than anything he’d ever done with any other woman. Burying
himself inside her was like coming home.


Washing carefully, he paused when his fingers reached his
cock and his balls. For an instant he recalled the feeling of Red’s soft
fingers around his shaft, her hand cupping his balls. Her touch was so
exquisite it made him hard just thinking about it.


The images crowded his mind again and he stroked himself
without even realizing he was doing it. He gripped himself with one hand, his
other cupping his balls, as he remembered and stroked, pretending it was her
hand on his cock. Breathing hard, he spread the drop of fluid that gathered at
the slit over the engorged head then slid his fingers up and down, up and down,
up and down.


Before he realized it he was rhythmically squeezing his
balls and his cock was about to burst. One last stroke and his semen spilled
over his fingers, washed away by the beating spray of the shower.


Spent, he struggled to catch his breath, but even after
jacking himself off like a horny teenager all he could think about was Red.


Where the hell had she come from? How and why had she chosen
him for her night of seduction? Despite her audacity and brashness he had a
deep-down feeling that she was playing a part. He just couldn’t see Red in that
role on a regular basis. She seemed too…too… He searched for a word. Nice.
Yeah, nice. Maybe.


She’d certainly been a wild woman in bed. Uninhibited and
imaginative and willing to not only follow his lead in anything but take it
herself. She gave herself unselfishly, something he wasn’t used to lately with
the women he took to bed. They either wanted their performance graded or they
wanted it all for themselves. It was all about what he could do for them.


Clay wondered if there was a way to find out who had
purchased tickets to the masquerade ball and track her down that way. But in
the next instant he realized how futile and foolish that would be. Oh, there’d
be a record of all the names. Everyone received a charitable deduction receipt.
But the list would be endless. Anyway, what could he say? I want to find a
woman with whom I had a spectacular night of sex? And she didn’t give me her
name?


Yeah, right. Way to look like an idiot.


He rinsed himself off thoroughly then turned off the shower
and pulled a towel from the rack. Dry, he found a pair of sweats in his drawer
that he put on and wandered into the kitchen for something to drink, something
to quench his sudden raging thirst.


He’d been ten kinds of pissed to wake up and find her gone,
his woman in red. He’d meant what he said about wanting to see her again. Which
was probably why she’d ducked out the way she did.


What was her big secret, anyway? He’d believed her when she
said she wasn’t married. And he was pretty sure she didn’t have some guy in her
life. So what the fuck was the problem?


He vaguely remembered her slipping from the bed but he
wasn’t sure if it was a dream at the time and he’d been too spent and exhausted
to force himself awake. But then he finally did wake and the bed was empty.
He’d roared around the suite naked, calling her name. When he couldn’t find her
he’d sat back down on the bed, dragging his fingers through his hair and over
his unshaven face. And then on the floor, peeping out from the edge of the bed
where they’d landed, he saw that wicked thong and matching bra.


He didn’t even remember how long he’d sat on the bed,
holding the fragile garments, inhaling her scent like some crazed addict.
Reliving the night. Craving just one more touch of her soft skin, one more
tight clasp of her hot, wet pussy. Until he’d finally dressed in his now
rumpled pirate costume and tried to ignore the stares of people as he attempted
to browbeat the desk clerk into giving him her information.


No luck there. Or at the valet stand or with any of the
cabbies.


Finally, frustrated, he’d retrieved his car and driven home.


Now he stood on his small back porch drinking orange juice
straight from the carton and wondering if there was any way to find her at all.
He couldn’t get her eyes out of his mind. Bedroom eyes. Seductive. Fiery with
passion. If only he could have seen more than the vivid blue that the slits in
the mask allowed. Every time he looked those eyes pulled him in.


Swallowing the last gulp of juice he headed back inside and
tossed the empty carton in the trash. He still had three weeks of leave left
before his next mission. Somehow he’d find a way to learn who she was. Maybe
his captain’s wife could help him.


But first some much-needed sleep, or he wouldn’t be doing
anything.






Chapter Five


 


Bridget opened one eye and glanced at the clock on her
nightstand. One o’clock.


Holy shit!


She’d slept half the day away. But then she’d really needed
it. She certainly hadn’t gotten much the night before. Her muscles protested
when she stretched, another reminder of the previous night’s activities. But a
pleasant reminder. Oh, yeah. Much more than pleasant.


Closing her eyes she recalled the feel of Clay’s masculine
hands on her body, his hot mouth coaxing responses from her body. His thick
cock filling her and stretching her as he rode her to one explosive climax
after another. One hand slipped beneath the waistband of the yoga pants she was
still wearing and found her pussy already damp as memories blasted at her.


Taking a deep breath she stroked herself slowly, pretending
it was Clay’s hand in her pants. On her flesh. She slid her fingers along the
inner lips the way he had, moving them up and down, capturing her clit between
the knuckles.


Oh, Clay!


She stroked herself, slowly at first, then faster, rubbing
her clit in a swift, circular motion. More, more, more. Her other hand moved
under her t-shirt to find a nipple already hard and needy. As her hand moved
more rapidly on her clit she pinched and squeezed her nipple. Her mind called
up Clay’s face, not as it had been when it was mostly hidden by his pirate’s
mask but as she remembered its familiar planes and angles from all the times
she’d seen him.


Her hand moved faster and then she was there. Right there!
She jackknifed on the bed, shoving three fingers into her cunt and riding them
as she pinched her nipple. Hard.


She pulled her hand from her yoga pants, spent and
trembling, and loosened her grip on her nipple. Panting, she lay in the afterglow,
wishing with all her might that it had been Clay’s hands on her body. Clay
bringing her to orgasm.


But of course it wasn’t. He wasn’t about to be lying next to
her again, any more than she was going to realize her dream of being a writer
full-time and introducing herself in public. For some people dreams never got
to be a reality.


She dragged herself out of bed and grabbed her laptop from
her desk. She picked up the newspaper on her way into the kitchen and scanned
the headlines while she waited for her coffee to brew. Then she took everything
to the small table in the breakfast nook.


“Email first,” she mumbled, opening the computer and booting
it up.


Her family was scattered everywhere and email was the glue
binding them together. Okay, first her brother stationed in Iraq. She emailed
him every day, knowing whenever he could access email he hungered for the
messages from his family. Then her sister, living in California with her
husband, who managed actors and actresses. And did a damn good job of it, as
far as she could tell.


Next came the weekly newsletter from her mother, from
Vermont where Bridget’s father was on the faculty of a small but exclusive
liberal arts college. God, she missed them. All of them. Somehow when they’d
all been together her problems weren’t quite so bad. Maybe it was just the fact
that her family was so used to seeing her the way she was that no one
commented.


And when she had a bad day there was always someone to prop
her up.


But career choices had scattered them. She was happy for all
of them but at times, like right now, she longed for the comfort of their
presence. Especially for her sister Moira’s wisdom.


She skipped through some inconsequential emails, finally
opening one from her editor that only made her situation all the more
intolerable. Her publisher was hosting a first-time convention for its authors
and readers, arranging opportunities to interact with all the readers who would
be there and to be interviewed by industry publications. Her editor explained
what a great opportunity it would be for her, especially with the big book fair
on Sunday.


The worst of the email was the information that this first
one would be held in the city where Bridget lived. The publisher’s public
relations people wanted to hype the “local woman makes good” angle with the
media.


Bridget thought she might throw up. No way could she go to
something like this looking the way she did. Readers would wonder how anyone
with her deformity could write such emotional books, think she was a fraud, and
she’d lose her audience.


Damn.


She’d have to figure out an appropriate response, when her
brain was functioning better. Meanwhile she fixed another cup of coffee, put
her laptop aside and opened the newspaper, turning immediately to the lifestyle
section. She always checked to see if any of her favorite authors were in town
for a signing, living vicariously through their success. Instead what caught
her eye was an article headlined Durban Trust Funds Another Success Story in
Reconstructive Surgery.


Bridget smoothed out the paper and sipped her coffee as she
read the story of a philanthropic trust that helped people who needed plastic
surgery. People with real problems and unrealized dreams.


The Durban Trust, she read, was established by
famed Hollywood star Evelyn Durban, who left funds in her will to continue the
Trust. She fulfilled her dream of stardom by her own cosmetic surgeries and
wanted to pass on the ability to realize their own dream to other people. Since
her death the Trust is administered by her sister Georgina, a star of some
magnitude in her own right. She is assisted by a team of lawyers and medical
advisors. All the applicants are vetted by Georgina’s son as well as a
psychologist before being recommended to local surgeons and psychological counselors.


But there are certain conditions attached. The applicant
must have a dream that he or she wants to fulfill, and must write to the Trust
explaining why the surgery is important and what their dream is that is at the
moment unattainable. Following the surgery the applicant is required to keep
the Trust updated, finally recounting if their dream is realized.


Bridget read on, studying the snippets of stories of people
who had been helped through the Durban Trust, her pulse escalating just the
tiniest bit as a kernel of hope took root deep inside her. Was it an accident
of fate that she read this story today of all days?


She scanned the article again. At the bottom were both the
snail mail and email address of the Trust and a footnote stated that all letters
be directed to Georgina Hawthorne.


Bridget sipped at her now cooling coffee, her mind
scattering in a million directions. Could she bare herself to strangers? Tell
them about her anger and hurt and share her dreams with them? How long would
the process take?


She stared at the article for a long time, not actually
seeing the print, running possibilities over and over in her mind. This would
be a major step for her but maybe, just maybe, she could make that big change
in her life that up until now had seemed so unattainable.


Nibbling her lower lip, she pushed the newspaper aside,
pulled her laptop over in front of her and opened up a new document.


“Dear Miss Hawthorne,” she began.


* * * * *


Clay slept until well into the afternoon, took another
shower and dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. While he drank a cup of coffee he
mulled over his predicament. If he was really serious about hunting down the
mysterious Red—which he was—then he had to look at all of his options.


He could go online, look up the Fiesta executive committee
and find out who the overall chair of the masquerade ball was. He could scan
all the committee names to see if by chance he recognized anyone. Or he could
suck it up, call his captain and throw himself on the man’s mercy. That might
be the most painful but was probably the most efficient.


So at four o’clock that afternoon, freshly shaved, his
t-shirt replaced by a button-down one and every bit of him spit polished, he
rang the bell at Captain John McCord’s house, hoping he wasn’t about to make a
total ass of himself.


“Well, Clay! Hi!” Annie McCord grinned up at him and held
the door wide for him to enter. “I told John the other day we don’t see nearly
enough of you. Living in the same city we need to have you and the others
around here over more often when you get a break in your missions.”


“And I told her I get to see enough of your ugly faces as it
is.” The man himself had come up to stand behind his wife, one hand on her
waist, the other outstretched. “Glad you stopped by.”


Annie closed the front door. “John, why don’t you guys go
out on the patio? I’ll bring out a couple of beers.”


McCord chuckled. “Got her trained right.”


Annie swatted at him playfully. “Oh, you. You’ll be lucky if
I don’t put hemlock in your drink.”


But the affection between them was a living thing, so strong
that Clay was struck with the sharp blade of envy. After all the playing around
he’d done, all the reluctance to commit to anything permanent because of his
career as a SEAL, he realized two things. He wanted what the McCords had and he
wanted it with Red. A woman he’d only known for a few hours but who had
imprinted herself on his soul.


He followed the captain out through the kitchen to the
patio, settled himself in one of the chairs at the umbrella table and thanked
Annie for the cold beer she handed him. He took a swallow, trying to think just
how to begin.


“I’m glad to see you, Clay,” McCord said. “And Annie’s
right. I need to make sure the team members in the area know that you’re all
free to drop in any time we don’t have plans.” He studied Clay with slate-gray
eyes. “But I have a distinct feeling that this isn’t just a social call.”


Clay adjusted himself in the chair, trying to find a
comfortable position and figuring out that in this case there really wasn’t one.


“See, it’s like this,” he began. “I’m trying to find a
woman.”


McCord burst out laughing. “That’s probably the last thing I
expected to hear from you. As I understand, your problem isn’t finding them.
It’s beating them off.”


Clay’s cheeks heated. “This is a little different.” He took
another swallow of beer. “And I might need Annie’s help with it.”


McCord’s eyes widened a fraction. “My wife? You must be in
pretty damn bad shape if you need Annie to find a woman for you.”


“Well it’s…uh…it’s a particular woman.”


McCord watched him for a moment in silence. “Clay, in all
the years I’ve known you there are plenty of times when you’ve been a man of
few words but never one who’s at a loss for words. Maybe you’d better start at
the beginning and tell me what the hell this is all about.”


Clay chose his words carefully. “It’s about the ball last
night,” he began. In stilted sentences, omitting most of the details, he
explained about meeting Red, spending the night with her, never seeing her face
or getting her name and now being desperate to find her.


“Desperate?” McCord grinned.


“I know, I know.” Clay raked his fingers through his hair.
“Sounds stupid, right? To feel this way after less than twelve hours with
someone?”


“I’ve got two things to say to you. She must be one hell of
a woman, and one hour after I met Annie I knew she was it for me. So what do
you need from my wife?”


“She was on the ticket committee. I’m hoping they keep some
sort of master list of everyone who buys tickets.”


“And you’ll…what? Contact every unattached woman on the list
to see if she’s the mysterious Red?”


Clay shrugged. “Sounds stupid, I know.”


“I just don’t want to get a call that you’ve been arrested
as a stalker.” He laughed again. “But let’s see what Annie has to say.”


“We do keep a master list,” she told them when John pulled
her outside and into their conversation. “But I don’t think we can make that
available for public use.”


“Of course.” Clay fiddled with his bottle. “I should have
been smart enough to figure that out.”


“And we’ve got a lot of people selling tickets,” she went
on. “This Red could have bought hers from anyone. Especially if it was one of
the lowest price tickets. She wouldn’t have been given a reserved seat or been
invited to the private cocktail party before the ball.”


“So what you’re saying is there’s really no way to find out
who she is.”


“I’m not sure. Let me give it some thought. There’s an
executive committee meeting on Monday and then the ticket committee Wednesday
night. I can ask some questions. See if it rings a bell with anyone.”


“I’d really appreciate it.” He stood up and held out his
hand to McCord. “Thanks for letting me barge in like this. My apologies to you
too, Mrs. McCord.”


“Annie,” she reminded him. “I’m just hoping I can help you.”
She grinned. “I must say it’s interesting to see the big player Clay Randall
get his shorts in such a twist over a woman.”


“You know what they say,” he groaned. “Payback is hell.”


“We’ll do what we can to see if we can make that payback any
easier,” McCord said. “Just so you don’t hold out any hope for miracles.”


Clay had given up on miracles a long time ago. But on the
way home it occurred to him he might pick the brain of his neighbor. He and
Bridget Reilly had lived next door to each other for two years and really
didn’t have more than a nodding relationship. But she seemed smart enough, even
if she did wear those strange tinted glasses all the time. Maybe she could give
him a woman’s point of view on this. Something that could point him in the
right direction.


* * * * *


Bridget spent most of Saturday and Sunday pacing her small
house and avoiding Joni’s telephone calls. She also made herself stay inside
her house at all for fear she’d run into Clay. Her dreams every night had been
filled with erotic images of him, memories of their night together. She needed
to put a lot of space between them until she could get a good grip on her
feelings and lock her heart away. Maybe if she had the surgery… The letter
she’d written sat in her computer, ready to be emailed. All she needed was to
hit the final keystrokes and she’d be good to go.


What was she waiting for? The worst they could say was no,
right?


But if they did, the chance to have the surgery now would be
gone—and she’d be back to saving money for who knew how long to pay for it
herself. In the meantime Clay Randall would be off on more missions, hanging
out with a variety of arm candy in between and probably find someone else to
plan the rest of his life with.


By Monday morning she was a wreck. Should she do this?
Shouldn’t she? Finally, before she could change her mind again, she pulled up
the email to the Trust and hit Send. Now the waiting began.


At work she did her best to avoid Joni and her prying
questions, even bypassing their usual quick coffee and a muffin at the Starbucks
in the lobby. But at ten when she went to the break room there her friend was,
eyes flashing.


“What’s the matter with you? You didn’t take any of my calls
over the weekend and you skipped our usual Starbucks. What on earth is going
on? You bought that ticket at the last minute—out of the blue, I might add—and
won’t tell me a thing about it. Was the masquerade ball a disaster?”


“No. No, it was fine.” She busied herself at the coffee
machine. “I just had a lot to do this weekend.”


Joni looked at her, concern evident on her face. “Did
something bad happen to you, Bridget? It did, didn’t it? I was worried about
that very thing. You don’t get out enough to have good experience with the
assholes that show up for these things.”


Bridget sighed. “It was nothing like that. Honestly. I went
and had a good time. End of story.”


“I looked for you there and didn’t even see you,” Joni said
accusingly.


“I told you I was there. But there were so many people. We
just probably missed each other.”


Joni sighed. “Okay. I guess you aren’t going to spill
whatever’s on your mind.” She put her hand on Bridget’s arm. “I just want you
to know that whatever’s going on, I’m your friend and I’m here for you.”


Impulsively Bridget hugged her. “I know. And thank you. When
I get my brain straightened out I’ll let you know. Can you just give me a
little space right now?”


“Of course. Want to grab a bite to eat after work?”


“No date?” Bridget teased.


“On a Monday? Are you kidding?”


“Just kidding. And thanks, but no. I’ve got some stuff to do
at home.”


Joni studied her. “You always have something to do at
home. Do you have some secret project I don’t know about?”


Yes, and you aren’t going to know about it if I can help
it.


“No. Just…stuff. Listen, I have to get back to my desk. But
I’ll talk to you later, okay?”


But she was buried all afternoon at her desk and didn’t even
get to leave until after six. Deciding to treat herself she stopped to pick up
Chinese takeout. Now if she could just pull into her garage and get into her
house…


But no such luck. When she turned into her driveway Clay was
outside trimming the shrubs around his porch.


Okay. Get out of the car. Take the packages. Wave nicely
and hurry into the house.


No luck there either. When she climbed out of the car Clay
was standing in her open garage doorway, looking delightfully male and sweaty.
Her heart thumped and butterflies began doing the tango in her stomach. How in
hell was she going to handle seeing him without giving herself away?


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey yourself.” She reached in and pulled out her purse and
the sack of takeout. “I’d hang around and chat with you but I want to eat this
food while it’s hot.”


He sniffed the air. “Is that Chinese I smell? Food of the
gods, right?”


“Some might say. Is there something I can do for you, Clay?”


He scratched his head then shoved his hands in the pockets
of his cutoffs. Bridget could hardly tear her eyes away from his long muscular
legs, his broad chest and the impressive bulge at his fly. Was her mouth
actually watering because she knew what was hidden behind that denim? She
needed to get away from him before she embarrassed herself. Or blurted
everything out.


“Yeah. Um, I wondered if I could talk to you for a few
minutes. About something.”


She held up the paper sack. “Food. Hot. Waiting to be eaten.”


His mouth curved in that sexy-as-hell grin. “That looks like
it might feed two. I could bring the beer.”


“Clay,” she began.


“Come on,” he coaxed. “For a neighbor. I don’t ask anything
of you very often. Like almost never.”


Which unfortunately was true.


“Besides,” he went on, “you won the bet.”


She frowned. “The bet?”


“You know. Dinner if I met a woman and she seduced me.”


Every muscle in her body tensed. She had totally forgotten
about the idiotic wager, the one she’d thought to herself was so cute at the
time. “You mean it really happened?”


He nodded. “Idiotic as it might seem. So since this was your
bet you get to listen to me whine.”


“I thought you said the seduction worked.”


“It did.” He shifted his weight. “But now I have another
problem.”


Please don’t ask me to help you find this woman.


But he didn’t seem to be taking the hint.


“All right,” she sighed. “Bring the beer and meet me on the
back porch. I’ve got a nice little table out there. I’ll take care of the food
and plates.”


He lifted his eyebrows. “Outside?”


“I’m, um, inside all day, and it’s nice out. I’d like some
fresh air.” And between the fading light and the tinted glasses he won’t be
able to see these ugly eyelids.


“Okay. Fine. See you out back.”


He jogged back to his house while Bridget carried everything
inside.


I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.


She kept repeating it like a mantra while she stripped off
her work clothes and tugged on a tank top and shorts. In quick order she had
plates, silverware and the sack of Chinese food. Bumping the door open with her
hip she brought it all out to the back porch just as Clay came around the fence
into her yard. He held up both hands, each of which held two bottles.


“I’m optimistic,” he grinned as he took the stairs to the
porch with one long stride. He set the bottles on the round table between the
containers of food.


“If this is too cold I can heat it up,” Bridget said,
fussing with the silverware.


“I’m sure it will be fine.” He sat down in one of the
chairs. “Relax. We’re just having some conversation, okay?”


“Sure. Okay.” She sat in the other chair, being careful not
to look at him directly. The more oblique the angle to her eyes the better off
she’d be.


He popped the top on two beers and handed her one, taking a
long swallow and waiting for her to help herself to the food.


“You first,” she said. “Please.”


She watched the play of muscles in his arms as he served
himself, remembering how those arms felt around her body.


Cool it, Bridget. Just keep it together. Hear him out and
send him on his way. What on earth does he want, anyway?


She forced herself to eat while he made idle chitchat. She
wasn’t even sure what he said, to tell the truth. But when the food was gone
and the dishes piled to the side, he opened the other two bottles and leaned
back in his chair.


Okay, here it comes.


“There’s really no good way to jump into this,” he said, “so
I’ll just spit it out. I’ve met a woman.”


Bridget didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. On the one hand
she had a dreadful feeling that she knew what was coming. On the other, should
she be insulted that he thought her so sexless he could discuss another woman
with her? Sitting out here with him was hard enough, feeling the sexual charge
snapping in the air, her own body responding as her nipples peaked and the
walls of her pussy contracted.


She took a slow drink of her beer. “A woman?” She hoped she
sounded casual enough. “Surely that’s nothing new for you.”


He gave a short laugh. “Why is it everyone I talk to seems
to think I have women falling out of my pockets?”


Bridget almost giggled at the image. “You mean you don’t?”


Clay heaved a sigh. “Okay, okay. So I’m a bit of a player.
My job has a high stress level and I relax between missions. But this is
different.”


“Oh? In what way.”


She listened while he told her about the mysterious Red who
had seduced him at the masquerade ball and how she’d reached into his heart in
just a few hours.


“This hit me like a ton of bricks,” he told her. “I never
thought I’d fall for someone like this.”


Bridget wasn’t sure she could keep it together. She wanted
to yell at him, Me! It’s me! I’m right here.


But then he’d make her take off her tinted glasses and that
would be the end of that.


“And you’re telling me this because?”


“I want to find her, Bridget.” He took a long pull of his
beer. “I mean, I really want to find her. He leaned across the table. “This was
more than just some fu—hot night of sex. We made a connection. I know we did.
Why wouldn’t she tell me her name? How am I supposed to find her?”


Bridget looked away, not wanting his face to get too close
to hers. “Maybe she had some personal issues,” she suggested.


“Issues?” he was bewildered. “What kind of issues?”


“I don’t know. Personal problems, maybe.” She stood up and
gathered up the empty plates and containers. “Look, Clay, I’d love to help you
but I really have no idea what to tell you. If I think of anything I’ll let you
know. But my guess is, if she wants to find you she will.”


As soon as she’s ready.


“You think so?”


She forced a smile. “Sure. If she got the same vibes you
did, she’ll work out whatever her problem is and hunt you down. I can almost
guarantee it.”


He rose from the chair and picked up the empty bottles. “I
probably shouldn’t have bothered you with this, but it’s not like I have a lot
of females I can talk you. At least, not one—” He stopped, as if realizing he
was about to put his size twelve foot right in his mouth. “I mean… That is…
What I meant to say…”


“It’s all right, Clay.” She hoped her smile looked real. “I
know exactly what you mean and I’m fine. I’m flattered that you felt you could
talk to me about this.”


“Really?” His eyebrows rose. “Because I’m pretty sure any of
the other women I know—”


“I’m not one of the other women you know and everything’s
fine. But I really need to get inside.”


“Bridget, listen…”


She dug up a bright smile from somewhere and flashed it at
him. “Thanks for sharing dinner with me. And bringing the beer. Good luck with
your search.”


She was inside with the door closed before she could fall
apart.


Dumping the dishes and silverware in the sink she dropped
down into one of the breakfast room chairs, closed her eyes and leaned her head
on her elbows. This was worse than she could imagine. When Clay Randall was
unattainable it was bad enough. But after one very hot night with him she
realized she was hopelessly in love with him. And he was in love with a woman
who didn’t really exist.


What the hell was she going to do?






Chapter Six


 


Bridget sat in front of her computer, staring at the screen.
A project at work had kept her long after her usual quitting time. Then she’d
had errands to run so it was well after eight o’clock by the time she got home
and close to nine by the time she wolfed down a tuna sandwich and made it into
her home office to write. But email first, as always. So she’d clicked on her
email program and there it was.


The letter.


The letter.


Dear Miss Reilly,


The Durban Trust has reviewed your case and I am
delighted to be able to provisionally offer you the treatment requested. This
offer is subject to a successful series of interviews and examinations,
beginning with our psychiatrist and followed by a medical examination. We
enclose a list of the doctors approved by the Trust in your area. He or she
will do his or her examinations before agreeing to undertake the procedure.


But prior to that the chair of the Trust, Ms. Georgina
Hawthorne, would like to have her own interview with you. Since distance is a
consideration we would like to set up a video chat between the two of you.
Please reply as soon as possible, so we may set up a schedule.


They’d answered her. They’d really answered her. Not only
that, but she had a provisional agreement that they would provide the funds for
the procedure.


Ohmigod!


She read it through for the umpteenth time, still trying to
process what she was seeing. Yes, she was really one step closer to her dreams.
Clay. And fully embracing her career as an author.


Taking a deep breath to steady herself she hit Reply and
wrote:


Thank you so much for your reply and for the provisional
offer. I am available any evenings and weekends for the video chat with Miss
Hawthorne, and I have a camera in my computer. Just let me know what’s
convenient for her.


Thank you very much.


She hit Send. It seemed like such a puny reply for such a
wonderful gift but she didn’t know what else to say without gushing. She
watched until she got the Message Sent indication then picked up her glass and
headed toward the kitchen for more water, wishing she had some wine to
celebrate with. Some wine and maybe someone. Like Clay Randall. Maybe
after the surgery. But in the interim ice water alone would have to do.


She had made it as far as the refrigerator when the lights
flickered twice then went out and the house was suddenly completely dark.
Bridget stopped with her hand on the refrigerator, trying to adjust to the
blackness, feeling the fear swamp her. She knew it was irrational but nothing
she tried had ever helped. Now that she lived alone she slept many nights with
the light on and she always had nightlights glowing. Of course with no
electricity they didn’t do her any good.


Forcing a calmness she didn’t feel she moved sideways four
steps and reached out for the handle of the drawer where she kept two
flashlights, just in case. Opening it she fumbled inside until her hand closed
over the smooth length of one of the torches. Okay, good. She pushed the button
to turn it on.


Nothing.


Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.


But as always she felt the dark closing in on her and
choking her.


She fished around until she found the other flashlight,
bigger and sturdier, and pressed the switch on it. Again nothing. Frantically
she pushed it back and forth but still nothing happened. How was that possible?
The last time she’d checked the batteries everything had been working just
fine. When had that been? Shaking she scrabbled in the drawer for spare
batteries, nearly jumping out of her skin when someone knocked on the back
door.


“Bridget? Hey, it’s me. Clay. You in there?”


Clay!


She didn’t care what had brought him over only that he was
here. Guiding herself with the tiny sliver of light that sliced in through the
closed blinds her made her way to the door, unlocked it and opened it.


“Bridget?”


She fell against him, almost sobbing with relief, wrapping
her arms around his waist.


“Oh, god, I’m so glad you’re here.” She plastered herself to
him like a barnacle on a ship.


“Hey, hey, hey.” His muscular arms cradled her and his hand
stroked her back. “The power’s out on the whole block so I just thought I’d
check on you. What’s going on here?”


“N-nothing.” Her voice was muffled against his chest. “It’s
just so…dark.”


“Sure is.” His hand continued its soothing motion up and
down her spine. “That a problem for you?”


“No.” But she couldn’t seem to unpeel herself from him. Over
thirty years old and still terrified of the dark. “I’m okay.”


He chuckled. “Liar. Now I’m glad I came by. I’ve at least
got a working flashlight.”


He flicked it on and Bridget pressed her face harder against
his chest. “Turn it off. Please.”


“Huh? I thought—”


“No. Now that you’re here I’m better. Maybe we could
just…sit down?”


“No problem.”


As if she weighed nothing he lifted her in his arms, kicked
the door shut and made his way into her living room.


“How can you even see where you’re going?” she asked into
his t-shirt.


“I’m a SEAL,” he teased. “Don’t you know we have to see in
the dark?”


How he managed to find the couch she didn’t know but in the
next moment he was sitting on one end of it with her cradled in his lap.


In his lap! I’m sitting in Clay’s lap!


“I’m glad one of us can.” Her anxiety level was decreasing
but she still clung to the safety of his body.


“Don’t you have any flashlights of your own in the house?
You must not have been a Girl Scout.”


“I have them. But it seems the batteries are dead.” A
feeling of stupidity was slowly replacing anxiety. “I’m usually better about
making sure everything works. Anyway, now that you’re here I’m not so
frightened.”


“But then I wouldn’t have any excuse to hold you on my lap,
would I?”


And that quickly the air between them became electrically
charged. She felt the thickness of his cock pressing into her buttocks through
the denim of his cutoffs, the rough texture of his hard-as-stone legs against
the bare skin of her own.


“Um, Clay?” She knew she should move but it was the last
thing she wanted.


“Feeling better?” His voice had taken on a husky note and
his hand had slipped from her back down to the curve of her ass.


“Yes,” she whispered, trying to decide if she should press
harder against him or get up and run like hell.


“Bridget?” His mouth was close to her ear and one hand
cupped her chin.


“Uh-huh.” Her breath was trapped in her throat.


“This may be a big mistake but I’m gonna do it anyway.”


The moment his mouth touched hers fire exploded in the pit
of her stomach and fanned out to every part of her body. She knew her crotch
was suddenly damp with her juices and she worried that Clay could feel it
through her thin yoga pants. Her breasts tingled, just begging for his mouth.


His tongue traced the seam of her lips before urging them
open and slipping inside. He licked gently everywhere, his tongue gliding over
hers. His fingers threaded through her hair, cupping her head and holding it in
place so he could slant the kiss this way and that. At first it was gentle.
Coaxing. Testing. But as she found herself sinking into it an urgency crept in
and the contact became hot and fierce.


It’s pitch-black in here. Only a tiny sliver of
moonlight. He can’t see my eyes. Or my body, and compare it to his mysterious
woman. I can be totally anonymous again.


And that quickly she let herself fall into it, sliding her
hands through the silk of his hair and pressing herself against him.


“Jesus, Bridget.” He tore his mouth from hers, his breath
coming in uneven rasps. “What the hell are we doing here?”


“You tell me,” she whispered, and wriggled her ass against
his thickening cock.


“Do that one more time and you’ll be in big trouble.”


In answer she moved again.


“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he ground out and slid his
hand beneath her t-shirt.


Bridget suddenly remembered she wasn’t wearing a bra. She
always took it off when she got home and changed into comfy clothes for the
evening. Now Clay’s large callused palm was sliding up her rib cage and cupping
her breasts, the contact of skin against skin electrifying.


“Sweet,” he breathed and pinched her nipple.


She jerked in response and a tiny moan whispered over her
lips as she arched into his touch.


He pinched her nipple again and tugged at it lightly. His
tongue was back in her mouth again, firing her senses. She moaned again as his
hand moved down over her tummy beneath the waistband of her yoga pants and into
the nest of curls. He nipped the end of her tongue as his long fingers slid
against the lips of her pussy and found her opening, circling with a slow
movement.


Automatically she moved her thighs to give him better access
and one finger slid easily inside her. Bridget ran her hands over his shoulder,
down his arms and beneath the fabric of his shirt to find the dusting of hair
on his chest and his flat nipples.


He groaned and added a second finger to the first. She
clenched around him and rocked back and forth in tiny movements. With each
shift of her buttocks she rubbed the thick ridge of his cock.


“Okay,” he gasped, tearing his mouth from hers. “Enough
fooling around, I just hope to hell one of us knows what we’re doing.” He
pulled his hand from his body and cupped her cheeks. “Bridget. Listen to me. I
have to go home and get a condom. They aren’t usually part of this outfit. When
I come back if you’ve changed your mind it’s okay.”


Her throat was so dry she could hardly speak. “I-I won’t
change my mind.”


He kissed the tip of her nose. “If you do, I’m just telling
you it’s all right.” He set her on the couch and stood up. “I’ll leave the door
open so it won’t be quite so dark in here.”


Then he was out the door with his long-legged stride.


Bridget nibbled her bottom lip, wondering if she was making
the biggest mistake of her life. After she had her surgery—if she passed
all the qualifications—and she told Clay she was really Red, would he be mad as
her for the whole seduction episode? Madder yet that she had sex with him as
Bridget without telling him? If so, maybe she should grab on to the unexpected
opportunity and run with it.


Deliberately she made her mind a blank she removed her
t-shirt and yoga pants along with her thong and lay back down on the couch, her
heart pounding like that of a racehorse. Her breath caught in her throat when
she heard Clay’s feet on the back porch followed by the closing of the door. Then
he was standing beside her and he was shucking his clothes.


His fully erect and swollen cock brushed her cheek and she
closed her fingers around it, stroking the familiar velvet-over-steel that she
remembered from their night together. Once. Twice. Then her hand slipped down
to cup his balls and run her fingernails lightly over the sac that held them.


Clay brushed her hand away and she heard the crinkle of the
foil wrapper, sensed him sheathing himself in the latex. He knelt between her
thighs on the couch but instead of entering her he bent his head to kiss her
again, his cock rubbing against the mound of her pussy.


She rubbed her hands over the hot skin of his back, feeling
the play of muscles beneath it, her tongue meeting his in a delicious duel.


His broke the kiss and trailed his mouth across her cheek
and down the column of her neck, pausing to place a kiss behind one ear and at
the hollow of her throat where her pulse was beating wildly. Then downward
until his lips closed over one nipple, sucking on it deeply before turning his
attention to the other. Over her stomach, his tongue drawing circles around her
navel and finally to her pussy, where he licked the length of her slit.


Bridget was on fire, the need in her so strong it engulfed
her. She pressed her feet into the couch cushion, thrusting herself to his
incredible mouth as he licked and stroked and tasted. His tongue swirled around
the nub of her clit, sending fire spearing through her.


“Oh, oh, oh,” she murmured as his very educated tongue drew
incredible responses from her. “Please. Oh, please.”


He lifted his head. “Please? Please, what?”


She could hardly get her breath. “Please. Inside me. Now.”


The head of his cock nudged her opening and then he slid in
smoothly, filling her completely. He paused a moment, letting her adjust to him
although the feeling was so familiar it brought tears to her eyes.


Yes, yes, yes!


This was what she’d hungered for every night since the
masquerade ball. What she’d dreamed about.


And then he moved, slowly at first then faster. Bridget
wound her legs around his waist and lifted herself to him so she took him
deeper and his balls slapped against her with each thrust. She clamped her
inner muscles around him, riding him, nothing existing in the pitch dark except
her, this man and the incredible soaring feeling rising inside her.


He moved one hand between them to find her clit, rubbed it,
rubbed it, and then they were plummeting into space together, bodies shuddering
as spasms rocked them. A long time seemed to pass before the heavy tremors
began to subside. Clay collapsed on her then eased himself out, his breathing
still choppy.


“I don’t want to crush this sweet, sweet body,” he rumbled,
his voice still ragged.


Bridget struggled to get her own breathing under control.
“I’m okay. Honest.”


She was vaguely aware of him standing, doing
something—disposing somehow of the condom—then sitting beside her on the couch.
Pulling her into his arms.


“Bridget,” he began.


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice muffled as he pulled her to
his chest. “Just please don’t say you’re sorry.”


“No. It’s not okay. And I’d be lying if I said I’m sorry,
but I feel like a real shithead.”


“Don’t,” she protested. “Please do not say you’re sorry. Do not
do that. I wanted this as much as you did.” Maybe more. “It…just
happened.”


He brushed her hair back from her face and she wondered in
panic if somehow he could see her features in the blackness.


“I worry that I took advantage of you in a vulnerable
situation.” He sighed. “And then there’s…” His voice trailed off.


“Your mystery woman,” she finished for him, her heart
twisting.


“Yes. There’s her.”


Silence stretched between them until she couldn’t stand it
anymore. She lifted her hand, searching until she found his face. She smoothed
her fingers against the stubbled skin.


“Let’s just say you helped me when I needed it and let it go
at that.” She pushed herself up and gave a slightly hysterical giggle. “I think
I’m relaxed enough now and you need to go.”


“I feel like a bastard walking out on you like this.”


“You aren’t walking out. I’m giving you permission to leave.
Really. Go. Please.”


She heard his sigh. “Let me take you into your bedroom and
do this right. Please?”


In her bedroom? Was he kidding? Does his male ego just
demand that he give a better performance? Not on his life.


Secretly she’d hoped that her body would be familiar to him.
That he’d somehow recognize Red. That the feel of her around him would trigger
the memories.


Apparently not. And maybe she’d made a mistake falling for
him in the first place and going through with the elaborate charade. Now she
wanted to scream at him Just get out but instead she scrabbled around
for her clothes and began pulling them on. “How about this? You were a whole
lot better than a drink or a tranquilizer, and the memory will be more
pleasant. We’re good, Clay. Really.”


“This will sound stupid but are we still friends?”


Friends. The word suddenly took on a whole new meaning.


“Of course. And I might even find a way to help you locate
your mystery woman.”


She heard the rustling of fabric as he dressed then felt his
lips on her forehead.


“Don’t forget I owe you dinner.”


“I’ll be sure to collect.” Not in this lifetime.


“If you’re sure you’re okay?”


“Fine. I’m fine.” Go. Now.


Actually she was an emotional wreck and about to explode but
she wanted him out before that happened. The darkness was no longer the only
thing threatening her sanity.


“I’ll check on you later.” His lips found her forehead in
the darkness.


“Actually, I’m going to grope my way to bed now so I’m good.
Thanks. Really.”


She kept her head averted as he opened the back door, afraid
a sliver of moonlight might cast itself on her.


“Bye, Bridget.”


She heard the soft snick of the door closing and stretched
out on the couch, her arm over her forehead. The lights chose that moment to
come on, flooding the house with light.


Thank god Clay has already left.


But as if he might return any minute she hurried into her
office to find her glasses. Back in the kitchen she finally got her glass of
ice water and sat at the breakfast table sipping it. Holy god, what had she
done? She could only chalk it up to the intense need to be with Clay again and
the overwhelming panic of the blackout.


What would he think? His head was so tied up with his
mystery woman, by tomorrow she wouldn’t even be a blip on his radar. How would
he react when he found out the truth of the situation? Be happy? Hate her?


She chugged the rest of the water and stuck the glass in the
dishwasher. She still had a good hour of time to write tonight. Maybe she could
lose herself in the pages of her book instead of the mess that her life was
becoming.


* * * * *


Well, that was certainly a fucking mess.


Clay slammed his back door. The power was back on so he
stuck the flashlight in a kitchen drawer. Maybe he should stick his head in
with it. What a bonehead thing he’d just done. Probably ruined a good
friendship at the same time.


Bridget was…Bridget. The really nice next-door neighbor who
he chatted with over the fence or the garbage cans. Who he’d just recently
poured his heart out to about a woman he’d fallen in love with. That he was
desperate to find. And tonight, when she’d been frightened out of her wits,
what had he done? Fucked her like some bimbo he’d picked up and brought home.


Shithead.


He pulled a cold bottle of beer from the fridge, popped the
top and took a long swallow. It seemed as if lately he’d been doing a number of
really stupid things. Like crawling into bed with a strange woman, fucking her
brains out while they still had their masks on, falling in love in less than a
twelve-hour time slot and letting her leave without getting her name or any
idea of how to find her.


To make matters worse he’d dumped all over his captain and
the captain’s wife as well as Bridget. But having sex with her just now was the
frosting on the cake of stupidity. What kind of person tells a woman he’s in
love with someone else, someone he can’t even find, then fucks her in the dark
like he did. She probably thought she was a poor substitute for his mystery
woman. So what kind of asshole did that make him? The kind of asshole he
detested?


As if that wasn’t bad enough, the whole time he’d been with
her, short as it was, he had the weird feeling that he’d done this same thing
with her before. There was a familiarity about her body, about the way her
tight pussy clenched around his cock. About her breasts, as stupid as that
sounded. Maybe it was her laughter or the gentle cadence of her voice.


But he knew that was unreasonable. He and Bridget had never
been intimate before tonight.


Intimate.


Now there was a word to describe what he and Red had
experienced. More than fucking. More than sex. Better than just making love.
They’d been intimate. It sounded hokey to say it but it felt as if she’d
touched his very soul and unlocked something that had been isolated for a long
time.


What was it about her that had turned him on so
unexpectedly? A sudden thought left him thunderstruck and he stopped where he
was, every brain cell frozen. Was it possible… No. Now he was really letting
his mind run wild. No way could Bridget and Red be the same person. He was just
superimposing memories on the real thing, because he wanted to find her so
badly.


So now he was in deep shit twice. He had no idea how to find
Red, a woman he found himself feeling unfaithful to, and he may have ruined his
relationship with Bridget.


Way to go, dickhead.






Chapter Seven


 


Bridget settled herself at her desk, having checked her
blouse, her hair and her makeup at least ten times. It was just shy of eleven
o’clock Saturday morning and she was about to have her video chat with Georgina
Hawthorne. She was so nervous she hadn’t even been able to eat any breakfast.


What if they decide I’m not a good candidate?


Stop it. They contacted me, didn’t they? I’ll just have
to make my case.


The video chat was all set up. At eleven o’clock exactly her
computer dinged to let her know she was getting an incoming call. She clicked
on the icon to open the program and there, in front of her, was one of the most
elegant women she’d ever seen. She could have been anywhere from fifty to
seventy, slender in a pretty shirtwaist dress with her hair perfectly coiffed
and her makeup flawless.


Bridget felt like a gnome by comparison.


“Good morning, Bridget.” The woman’s voice had a musical
quality to it. “It’s so very nice to meet you.”


“G-good morning, Miss Hawthorne.”


“I was very much impressed by your letter,” the woman
continued. “You expressed yourself very well.”


“Thank you. I tried to write from the heart.” Did that sound
stupid? She wasn’t exactly sure how you spoke to a living legend, much less the
woman who held your future in her hands.


“And you did.” She lifted a sheet of paper, obviously a
printout of the email. “I see you’re a writer.”


“Yes.” She nodded. “Romance novels.”


Georgina smiled. “Romance is such a wonderful world to lose
yourself in. I checked your website. It’s very well done.”


And a place where anonymity is queen.


“Thank you.”


“And the blurbs and excerpts of your novels sound
fascinating. I can see why your publisher wants you to create a presence for
yourself at their conference.” Her smile was sympathetic. And I understand your
reluctance. In my generation people were judged solely on appearance and it was
a truly artificial world. One that destroyed many.”


“As I said in the email, this is something I’d really like
to do. That is, if…” She let her voiced trail off.


“If you have the surgery.” Georgina looked down at the email
again. “And there’s a man in the picture.” Her lips curved in a smile. “I think
the way you went about arranging an evening with him is extremely inventive and
took a lot of guts. That’s what I look for, Bridget. Guts. And wouldn’t it be
nice to be able to be with him without the masks?”


“Yes, it would.”


“Tell me a little more about yourself.”


So Bridget told her about her family, about how they were
all following their own dreams. About her fantasy of becoming a writer and her
desire for Clay. How desire had turned into love so quickly and unexpectedly
and she wanted the opportunity to find out if it was real.


Georgina stared at her through the video camera for what
seemed like the longest moments in Bridget’s life.


“Could I ask you to remove your tinted glasses for me,
please?”


With a hand that trembled slightly she removed them, leaving
her feeling naked and exposed.


Georgina studied her for what seemed an interminable amount
of time. Then she nodded.


“I’m sorry that you’ve been dealing with this in your life,
although you have a lovely face, my dear. Elegant bone structure. But I do
believe that having the surgery will be a gift you won’t misuse.”


“Oh! Oh, thank you, Miss Hawthorne.”


“Georgina,” the woman reminded her. “And you are truly
welcome. Someone will be in touch with you about the psychological evaluation.
Once that’s completed we’ll forward a list of recommended surgeons in your
area. Let us know which one you select and we’ll take care of everything else.
Bye, now.”


Then she was gone and Bridget was staring at a blank screen.


It’s really going to happen!


It was a long time before she was steady enough to get up from
the chair and leave the room. She wanted to sing. To shout. To tell someone
about her great good fortune. She was sure she’d pass the psych eval. And then…


Yes. And then.


Needing to do something with her sudden abundance of
restless energy, she decided to do her grocery shopping. In a few weeks she’d
be cruising the mall, shopping for new clothes to go with her new look.


As she backed out of her garage she happened to spot Clay
just come out of his garage, dressed in fatigues. She had avoided him since the
night of the blackout, but in the security of her car she could at least wave
and say hello.


She rolled down her window. “Off to play war?” she teased.


“Off to the real war.” His face was impassive. “The team has
a new mission assignment. I’m leaving here any minute.”


“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so flippant.” She wet her
lower lip. “How long will you be gone?”


He shrugged. “Probably a month.” Then he grinned. “Don’t let
anyone steal the house while I’m gone.”


“I’ll guard it with my life.”


He walked over to the car and she was glad she had her heavy
sunglasses on. “I haven’t seen you since the night of the blackout. You hiding
from me?”


“Not at all.” Liar. “Just busy. Find your mystery
woman yet?”


“No. Not even a hint of her. And lord knows I’ve tried every
possible contact I could dig up.” He scratched his head. “You know, it’s the
funniest thing. The other night I almost…” He paused.


Bridget’s pulse quick-timed. Had her body been familiar to
him? Had it triggered a memory?


“Never mind. Just my brain playing tricks on me.” He slapped
his hand against her car door. “Drive carefully. I’ll see you in a month.”


And maybe the new me, she thought as she nodded and
backed out into the street. If things worked out right she might have a special
surprise for Clay when he was back from wherever he was going.


* * * * *


“Only for you would I get up at five o’clock in the
morning,” Joni teased, tucking the hospital sheet around Bridget a little more
snugly.


“I really appreciate this, you know.”


“Of course I know, sweetie. I’m happy to do it. More than
happy.”


Georgina Hawthorne had written to let her know that she’d
passed the psych eval with flying colors and forwarded a list of recommended
surgeons to her. She’d decided making an appointment with each of them was the
best way to make a decision, and she felt the most comfortable with Harlen
Richards.


Telling Joni about the procedure had been at once
frightening and exhilarating. But Dr. Richards had been adamant that she
couldn’t be alone, at least for the first couple of days. She’d be groggy from
the anesthetic plus she needed ice on and off her eyes every twenty minutes for
at least twenty-four hours.


She managed to have the surgery scheduled for a Friday and
Joni had eagerly taken two personal days at work. She spent Thursday night with
her and drove her to the hospital. She’d be staying at Bridget’s through the
weekend and bringing her for her post-op appointment on Monday morning. Since
arrival she’d signed enough paper to build a house, had everything checked
again but her teeth and had her “before” picture taken.


“I should be mad at you for keeping your books a secret,”
Joni said. “And for not telling me all about the masquerade ball.” She brushed
a stray hair back from Bridget’s cheek. “But after listening to you last night
I understand it and forgive you.”


She’d been told not to eat or drink anything after midnight
so they’d opened a bottle of wine with dinner and Bridget had spilled
everything. The ball, her feelings for Clay, how she’d started writing the books
and the small success she was having. And her publisher’s request that she
attend the conference.


“I should have told you before, but it just hurt so much to
talk about it. Especially since I never expected to be able to do anything
about it. Until now.”


“Until now,” Joni agreed.


“Good morning.” Dr. Richards swept into the room in his
scrubs, smiling at her. “All set?”


“More than I’ve ever been,” she assured him.


He motioned to another man beside him clad in the same kind
of scrubs. “This is Dr. Heisler. He’ll be giving you some happy juice and
keeping you comfortable through the procedure.”


He went on to explain again what they’d be doing and while
he talked Heisler inserted the IV line and hung a bag of fluid on the pole at
her head. It seemed only seconds had passed before her eyelids drooped and she
drifted off to sleep.


When she woke up someone was holding her hand and there was
something heavy and cold on her face. She tried to lift her other hand to touch
it but the same someone grabbed it.


“Uh-uh.” Joni’s voice. “Ice. You have to leave it on for a
while. The nurse will be by in a bit to check on you.”


“How…how did I do? Was the surgery successful?”


“One of the best I’ve ever done.” Dr. Richard’s voice right
next to her. “Men will swoon when they see your eyes,” he teased.


“I’ll just be happy if they don’t run screaming in horror.”


The doctor took her free hand in his. “Bridget, I can
promise you, no one is ever going to make comments about your eyes again,
except to tell you how beautiful they are.”


She closed her eyes and drifted off again.


She was in and out of sleep all day, only obliquely aware of
the ice being lifted from her eyes then sometime later replaced. Of Joni
sitting beside her, talking to her when she was awake.


“Have you been in that chair all day?” she asked when she
felt more alert.


“Mostly. I’ll be glad to leave, though. The hospital coffee
will rot your stomach.”


“Leave?” She had a moment of panic. “Where are you going?”


“To take you home. Think you can sit up enough to drink something?
They won’t let you leave unless you can swallow and pee. In one end and out the
other. So get busy. Dr. Richards will be making evening rounds shortly. You’ve
done so well if you get a handle on this he’ll be signing you out.”


“How do I look? I’ve had ice on my face almost all day.”


They just took the most recent ice pack off. Let me crank
you up and you can see.”


Joni handed her a mirror and what she saw shocked her on
many levels. The heavy epicanthic fold was gone, replace by redness and a line
of stitches. And of course some swelling. But she could actually see her eyes!
It was astonishing.


“Keep the ice on schedule for twenty-four hours and you
won’t even have any bruising.” Neither of them had noticed Dr. Richards come
in. He leaned closer, examining his handiwork. “Good job if I do say so myself.
Okay. Let’s do what we need to and get you out of here.”


Bridget was eternally grateful for Joni, who was religious
about the ice packs and made sure she slept with the special goggles they gave
her. And fed her. And amused her. And encouraged her.


The post-op appointment showed better than good progress and
each day as the week passed the surgical site improved. The swelling continued
to go down, she had no bruising and she couldn’t stop looking at herself in the
mirror. On Friday afternoon Dr. Richards gave her a huge smile and told her
he’d see her in two weeks.


“You’re my star patient,” he said, and gave her copies of
the “before” and “after” pictures. Then he said something strange. “Keep these
to remind yourself that it’s really the person inside who counts.”


She celebrated by emailing her publisher to let her know
that the conference was a go and by pulling up the conference site and
registering. She felt as if she’d climbed a mountain. Her first day back at
work she got up early to carefully apply her makeup, especially eye shadow and
eye liner. This was the first time she could really use it properly. When she
looked in the mirror it startled her to realize she didn’t look like she was
squinting. That her entire iris was visible. And sparkling!


What a change!


She wondered how long it would take before someone noticed
she didn’t have her tinted glasses on. It wasn’t until she went for fresh
coffee in the break room and ran into three coworkers that someone actually
commented. But by the end of the day she was basking in the compliments, even
if no one realized what they were for. Everyone assumed she’d gotten contacts
and that was why she’d ditched the specs. She didn’t care. She felt good about
herself for the first time in longer than she cared to remember.


Telling her family had been a bigger hurdle. Her mother and
sister were upset she hadn’t consulted other doctors and even more so that she
hadn’t asked either of them to come and stay with her. But they’d been amazed
at what they saw during video chats and now she only had one hurdle left to
leap.


Clay Randall.


“Be careful how you do this,” the therapist working with her
cautioned. “You have high expectations and I don’t want you to be upset by anything.”


“By what?” she frowned. “Are you thinking Clay won’t find me
attractive after the surgery? Won’t be glad that he can find his mystery lady?”


“I’m thinking he might not be too happy.”


“I don’t understand. And I won’t let you spoil this for me.”


By the time Clay was back home nearly all the swelling was
gone and she was ready to put her plan into motion. At midnight on Friday night
she snuck out to his mailbox and left a note in an envelope for him.


Your mystery woman has been located. She will arrive at
your house promptly at seven Saturday night looking for her pirate. Wine and
snacks would be appreciated.


Saturday after running the errands she needed, including a
trip to the costume shop, she sat in an agony of indecision. Should she have
mentioned the snacks? Was that too unromantic? Should she have just asked for
wine? Would he be shocked when he opened the door and there she was, in ball
gown and mask?


Too late now. Everything was in motion. If she backed out
she’d never forgive herself. She’d missed Clay desperately every day he’d been
gone, distracted only by her surgery and recovery. Soon the waiting would be
over. She just hoped and prayed that the connection they’d made the night of
the ball was still there.


She took a long time getting ready, spreading lotion over
every square inch of her skin, spraying perfume on all her pulse points.
Carefully applying her eye makeup. Getting herself into the ball gown and mask.
Promptly at seven she rang his doorbell.


“Red!” His eyes lit up when he saw her.


He looked so good, in dark slacks and a plaid shirt with the
sleeves rolled up.


“Can I come in?” she asked.


“Oh. Of course.” He opened the door wider to let her cross
the threshold. “I didn’t know we were dressing formally tonight.”


“Only me,” she said. “And only for a little while.”


“I hope that means what I think it does.” His voiced was
edged with lust and something deeper. He waved at the coffee table in front of
the couch. A cooler filled with ice and two bottles of wine sat on a tray with
two goblets. “As requested.” He winked. “Snacks later, when we need to
replenish our energy.”


“Thank you.”


He poured two glasses of wine and handed her one, touching
his glass to hers. “To us.”


She nodded. “To us.”


“I don’t know who found you or how,” he said, “but I owe
them big-time. I nearly went crazy when you left without giving me your name or
a phone number. Do you know I’ve dreamed about you nearly every night since
then? Wanted you? Missed you?”


“But it was just one night,” she reminded him. “A night of
seduction.”


His face sobered. “No. Maybe that’s the way it began but it
was much more than that. Right? Don’t try to deny it.”


Her heart was beating erratically as nervous shivers
jittered over her skin. Now they were starting to get to the meat of things.


“And if I agree?”


“Then you’d better have a damn good reason for running out
the way you did.” He wasn’t smiling now. “Tell me what it is.”


Instead she set her glass down and slid down the zipper on
her gown, letting it pool around her feet and stepping out of it. His eyes
widened.


“You’re getting naked when we haven’t even finished our
discussion?”


She tried another smile. “I thought maybe I could distract
you.”


“Not this time. Tonight I want to see the face of the woman
I’m making love to. With.” His voiced lowered. “The woman I think stole my
heart.”


Bridget unclasped her demi bra and let it drop, then
shimmied out of her thong. She stood before him in just her ridiculous high
heels and the mask.


“How’s this?”


His eyes traveled over her slowly, taking in every naked
inch, fire dancing in his eyes.


“Good. But not good enough.”


“Oh? What else would you like?”


“I’d like the mask off too.”


Bridget took in a slow, deep breath.


“Are you sure that’s what you want?” she persisted.


“Absolutely. I’m not going to let you walk out of my life
again and me not knowing who you are. I want to know right now. Because I truly
believe we stated something special and I want to know who it’s with.”


“Okay, then.”


With shaking hands she reached back to unfasten the lacings
that kept the mask in place. Slowly she pulled it away from her face and tossed
it to the floor with her gown. Here it was, the moment of truth.


Clay’s eyes widened and he nearly dropped his wine.
“Bridget?”


She trembled with uncertainty. “In the flesh. So to speak.”


“What the hell is going on? You’re Red?”


“Is it so hard to accept?” She reached down for the dress
and held it up like a shield, needing something so she didn’t feel quite so
exposed.


“But why? I had no idea you even felt that way about me.” He
swallowed half of his wine. “You never even let me get close to you. Never.
Where are your glasses? I thought you had trouble with your eyes?”


“I do.” She bit her lower lip, wishing she hadn’t thought
this was such a good idea. “Did.”


“Bridget, what the fuck is going on here?” Then his face
hardened. “Did you pull that whole stunt at the ball to win that stupid bet?”


She was stunned. “What? No. Of course not. I just…wanted to
be with you and there was no way you’d ever…”


“Ever what? It might have helped if you’d given me a signal
here and there. Was it just the sex? Was it, Bridget?”


She shook her head, tightening her hands into fists at her
sides. “Of course not.”


But he wasn’t hearing her. “Thought you’d have a good roll
in the hay with the military stud next door? Was that it?”


“No.” Tears were burning her eyes. “Nothing like that.”


“Then what?” His eyes widened as if a thought had just
stabbed his brain. “Wait a minute. Why didn’t you say anything the night I… We…
When…”


“Yes,” she said in a low voice. “The night.”


“Yeah. Wouldn’t that have been a good time to mention it?”


She lowered her gaze. “I had my reasons.”


“I hope they’re damn good ones, because right now I’m
feeling like the fool of the century. And it isn’t a good feeling, I promise
you.”


This wasn’t going at all the way she’d planned. “Maybe I
should just show you the pictures.”


His eyebrows flew up to his hairline. “Pictures? What
pictures?”


“Not the kind you think.” She stepped into her dress,
shoving her arms into the sleeves just enough to hold it up, gathered up
everything else and fled out the back door.


She’d left her own door unlocked, knowing she wouldn’t be
far away. In her bedroom she tossed the dress, the lingerie, the mask and the
shoes in a corner, trying hard to stave off the threatening tears. Finding a
big t-shirt and a pair of shorts, she dug the pictures from Dr. Richards out of
her top drawer and hurried back to Clay’s, her heart threatening to pound its
way out of her chest all the while.


He was still standing in the living room, right where she’d
left him, like a mountain of stone, his face looking as if it was set in
concrete.


“Here.” She shoved the pictures at him. “This is why.”


He took the pictures from her and glanced at them then
looked again, harder. “What’s this?”


“That’s me. Before,” she pointed, “and after.”


He looked at the pictures for so long Bridget was almost
afraid to move. She was shaking so badly she had to clutch her hands together.


“Say something. Anything. Please.”


At last he lifted his gaze and looked at her. “So you had a
problem with your eyelids. And now you’ve had surgery. Right?”


She nodded.


“You didn’t think you could tell me the real reason you wore
those glasses? Or let me know your were interested in me without that whole
charade?”


“Oh, right. You would have jumped at the chance. Just like
all the other men who took a look at me and made crude jokes. Just like the
people who stared at me as if I were a freak.” Anger was fast replacing the
anxiety. “I’ve seen the women you date, Clay. And I was very aware of how I
looked. You would have taken one look at me and run in the other direction. You
told me I had bedroom eyes. Well, you wouldn’t have taken them in your bedroom
if you’d seen me as I was.”


He tossed the pictures onto the coffee table. “You obviously
have a very shallow opinion of me, Bridget. I go into war zones where I see
things so much worse than this they’d turn your stomach. I want what’s inside a
woman, not what’s outside.” He paused, staring at her hard. “Did you ever
wonder why I never saw these women more than once or twice? Or why I never
settled down?”


“I-I thought it was because you’re a SEAL. You go away so
much you didn’t want to have to leave someone behind.”


“Do you know how many SEALs are married? My captain’s about
to celebrate his tenth anniversary.” Clay came to stand in front of her,
glaring down at her. “I’ve been looking for a woman like Annie McCord. Someone
strong and independent, who loved me unconditionally for who I am, not what I
am. Who would make a home for me to always come back to. Who understood what I
do. In the short time we spent together I had the feeling you might be that
person.”


“Please.” It seemed to be the only word she could force out
of her mouth.


He turned away from her. “But if you think so little of me
that you can’t be honest with me then you aren’t that person. If you wanted the
surgery we could have discussed it together. I would have been here for you,
even just as a friend. But if you think all I’m looking for is a pretty face
you’re very much mistaken. Go home, Bridget. We’re done here.”


She picked up the photos and walked out, proud of herself
that she made it all the way inside her house before falling apart. Then she
huddled on her sofa as night fell, sobbing until she was sure she had no more
tears left. Her eyes felt swollen, her throat was raw and her chest hurt. Or
maybe it was her heart. Never in all her planning had she ever thought Clay
would not understand. That he’d be so angry with her.


What right did he have? Until that night they’d never had
more than the most casual contact. Okay, so that night had been intense. And
yes, it had touched feelings in each of them she hadn’t expected. She was sure
he hadn’t, either.


The therapist’s words echoed in her head. “You might not be
happy with what you get.”


So now what did she do? How could she live next door to him
after this disaster?


She had no idea how long she sat curled up on the couch,
rocking back and forth. Once she thought about calling Joni but she wasn’t yet
ready to share her humiliation with anyone, even her closest friend. First she
had to figure out how to handle it herself.


Finally she managed to find her way to her bedroom and crawl
into bed with her clothes on. She hoped tomorrow would be a better day. It
couldn’t be much worse.






Chapter Eight


 


Clay stood in his kitchen watching the sun begin its slow
descent in the sky, washing away the vivid shades of gold and red. Red. That
made him think of Bridget. Red. With her golden hair.


Shit.


Well, he’d fucked this up royally, that was for sure. He
hoped he didn’t get floor burns on his ass from sliding around with both feet
in his mouth. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been as much of a total
jerk to a woman. Of course, he’d never been shocked by his feelings like this,
either. He was fucking in love with her, for shit’s sake.


In love!


Him. Clay Randall, the big bad SEAL who didn’t do love or
anything even close to it. He’d always fooled himself that the reason was the
hazards of his chosen career. He didn’t want some woman sitting home waiting
for him wringing her hands in despair. Of course he’d completely ignored the
fact that his captain as well as three other members of his team were
deliriously happily married to women who had their shit together, provided a
wonderful sanctuary between missions and supported each other when their men
were away.


Maybe he was just a selfish bastard who didn’t want to give
away a piece of himself to another person. But meeting Red had changed that.
And when his one-night seduction and his friend from next door had blended into
one he should have felt like he’d won the fucking jackpot. Instead he’d felt
insulted she hadn’t trusted him and yelled at her like some grade A idiot.


Good going, jerk-off.


Leaving the wine where it was, he tossed some ice cubes in a
glass and poured himself a stiff shot of bourbon, tossing back half of it in
one shot. Standing at the breakfast room window he stared out into the fading
twilight, replaying everything in his head.


Why hadn’t he figured it out the night of the blackout? Was
he so desensitized that one body was the same as the other? What the fuck did
that say about the kind of person he was? He’d been so busy chasing a ghost he
hadn’t realized she was right under his nose.


He should have been smart enough to understand what kind of
courage it took for her to do what she did, everything from the seduction the
night of the ball to having the surgery to exposing herself to him tonight. And
he couldn’t begin to imagine what her life had been like all these years. He
knew exactly how cruel people could be, how devastating and brutal their
remarks.


She’d come to him and practically laid her heart at his
feet, exposing herself physically and emotionally, hoping that he’d just be so
excited at finding her that nothing else would be important. And what had he
done? Taken his bruised ego out on her.


His mother and sister would be so proud of him. Not.


He couldn’t just let it lie there like an elephant between
them. The plain truth was he was in love with her. He wanted her. In his life.
In his bed. In his heart. So now what did he do? Groveling came to mind, and
plenty of it. But he figured if he just went over there and tried to push his
way in he wouldn’t get past the closed door.


No. He needed a plan. And a good one. If, indeed, there was
one.


* * * * *


“Looking very, very good.” Dr. Richards snapped off the
light on the complex examining machine and rolled backward in his chair. “Among
my best work, if I do say so myself.”


“I’m glad you’re pleased.” Bridget forced a smile. This was
good news. She should be very happy about it. Instead she sat there with her
heart like a lump of concrete weighing her body down.


Dr. Richards studied her. “I sense something a little less
than overwhelming happiness here. Is there something I should be aware of?”


“No. Not at all. I’m fine. Just a little tired.”


He pushed the machine aside and took one of her hands. “One
of the things patients who have any kind of plastic surgery often are faced
with is a lack of fulfillment of their expectations. Is that what we’re dealing
with here?”


“No.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


“Have you met with the therapist again? This is one of the
reasons the Durban Trust insists it be one of the conditions of the surgery.”


“I’m seeing him again tomorrow night.”


“Good. I’m sure he’ll be able to help you through whatever
the situation is.”


I doubt it.


“Okay, then,” Richards said. “One month from now we’ll take
another look.” He smiled at her. “Good luck, Bridget. You deserve it.”


If only the Good Luck Fairy thought so too.


She was really trying to see things from Clay’s point of
view. At least after she’d finally finished sobbing enough tears for a tsunami
and gulping down half a bottle of wine. Maybe she had misjudged him, but
he hadn’t walked in her shoes all these years. Been the brunt of cruel humor
and tasteless jokes. Hidden at home rather than socializing because being out
with people was too humiliating. In fact, she was still very fragile in that
area.


But apparently he had looked at the whole thing differently
than she did. She’d expected him to take a look at her very naked body when she
ripped the mask away and pull her into his arms.


So much for that.


She was still lost in her very private pity party, still
trying to see things from Clay’s perspective, when she pulled into her driveway
and had to slam on the brakes. On the driveway, in the center of the closed
garage door, stood an enormous red vase filled with a thick arrangement of red
roses. A red ribbon was tied around it, the ends trailing onto the concrete.


What the hell?


She jammed the gearshift into Park and got out of the car to
pick it up. A rectangular white envelope was sticking up between the blooms and
she plucked it out.


For the woman who stole my heart. C.


Bridget read the card at least six times, her heart doing a
jitterbug, and finally picked up the vase, put it in her car and drove into the
garage. Inside the house she set it in the center of the breakfast table where
she’d be sure to see it every morning and night, then just stood back and admired
it.


Okay. He’d sent flowers. Great flowers. But did he send them
to Red or Bridget? He hadn’t indicated either. Should she call him and thank
him? Go over to his house? No, she wasn’t ready to face him again. Her
feelings, her emotions, were still too raw. And anyone could send flowers. It
was an easy fix.


Still, shoving her sunglasses back on, she stepped out onto
her back porch and looked over at Clay’s house to see if he was outside. No,
nothing stirring. She sighed. Okay, so he was just easing his conscience.


Then why didn’t he call?


Yes, Bridget, and say what? “I’m sorry I was such an
idiot.”


Somehow she had a feeling apologizing didn’t come easily to
Clay Randall.


Okay, enough dwelling on that. The conference her publisher
was sponsoring was in two weeks and she had a lot to do to get ready for it.
For one thing she had to get with her publisher to decide which ebooks to
feature so they could print covers for her to sign. Promotional items to check
on. And definitely an appointment at the salon the day before so she looked her
very best.


Stripping off her work clothes she changed into old shorts
and a faded tank top and stuck a frozen dinner in the microwave.


Ah, the glamorous life of an author!


She was better the next day, especially after her session
with the therapist.


“Focus on the good things happening to you and not on things
you can’t change,” he told her over and over. “Life is different for you now in
many ways.”


She hadn’t been in the house for ten minutes before her
doorbell rang. Looking out through the blinds she saw a kid in his teens on her
porch carrying a huge straw basket and the delivery van from a gourmet food
store in her driveway.


What the hell?


She opened the door cautiously, leaving the safety chain on.
A girl couldn’t be too careful.


“Bridget Reilly?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“I have a delivery for you.”


She frowned. “I didn’t order anything.”


He looked at the tag on the handle and shrugged. “All I know
is I’m supposed to deliver this to you. Can you please open the door wider?”


Sighing she released the chain and reached out to take the
basket.


“You gotta sign.” He slid a small clipboard from beneath the
handle and held it out to her along with a pen from his pocket. “Thanks,” he
said after she scribbled her name, and loped down the steps to the van.


Bridget closed the door and carried the basket into her
kitchen. Whatever was in it was completely covered with opaque red cellophane.
When she pulled it away she saw dozens of chocolate hearts of all sizes. On top
of the candy was a note.


You have all the pieces of my heart in your hands. C.


She couldn’t help the smile that curved her lips. Well,
she’d have to give him marks for inventiveness. Just like the previous night,
she walked out onto her back porch and looked over at his house, but nothing
was stirring. There wasn’t even a light on.


Sighing she turned back inside. Maybe she could work all
this into her current work in progress.


Each night for the remainder of the work week she came home
to find a new gift. One night it was a big red teddy bear wearing a t-shirt
that said, I’m an idiot. Well, yes he was. And where had he gotten a
tiny shirt like that? Another night it was wine. But the one that made her
laugh the most was the gift on Friday, a stuffed donkey with a note that said, I
am such an ass. C.


She sat in the living room cradling the toy and munching on
one of the chocolate hearts. Clay had still been suspiciously absent all week
which was not only weird but also driving her crazy. Was the man deliberately
avoiding seeing her? The gifts were wearing her down little by little,
especially the cute little donkey. But if they never spoke to each other they’d
never resolve anything.


His house remained ominously dark that night. Finally she
forced herself to sit down at her computer. She had only one week before the
conference and she needed to make sure she had everything together. Then she’d
get back to her work in progress. And tomorrow she was going shopping for some
new clothes for what she thought of as her coming-out party.


And I won’t be wearing anything red.


But in the morning when she opened the garage door there was
another basket sitting in the driveway. All it contained was a wine bottle and
a note. Curious, she picked it up, saw the bottle was empty and frowned.


“You have to read the note,” a deep male voice said from
behind her.


Startled, she nearly dropped the basket, looked over her
shoulder and saw Clay standing less than two feet away.


“What—”


“Read the note,” he repeated.


Looping the handle of the basket over her arm she slid the
note from its envelope and opened it.


If you’d like to exchange the empty bottle for a full
one, provided by a man groveling on his knees, show up next door promptly at
seven tonight. Dress entirely optional. C.


She stared at the note for a long moment then turned to ask
Clay about it, but he’d left as silently as he’d appeared. Every nerve in her
body suddenly snapped to life and the pulse deep in her cunt beat hard enough
to send out messages in the jungle. Anticipation raced through her like a
wildfire.


Setting the basket in the garage she backed out onto the
street, her mind whirling, hope blossoming like a new flower.


* * * * *


Bridget wet her lips nervously, smoothed her hands over the
skirt of her brand-new sundress and rang the doorbell at Clay’s house. She
barely had time to take another breath before the door was pulled open and
there he was. For a long moment she could only look at him, drinking in the
sight of his lean, muscular body, the masculine face, the deep brown eyes.


“H-hi. It’s um, seven o’clock.”


Clay reached out a hand, tugging her into the house and into
his arms. One hand cupped her chin, tilting her face up so he could take her
mouth in a hungry, predatory kiss. His tongue swept inside, licking every
surface while one hand stroked her back and the curve of her ass. She was
pressed so tightly against him she could feel the hard ridge of his cock
pushing against her.


Just at the moment when she was sure she’d run out of breath
Clay lifted his head and stared into her eyes. Her new eyes.


“I don’t know where to begin to tell you how sorry I am. How
much I regret every single word.” He grinned. “You’re free to kick my ass if
you want.”


She studied his face, trying to read him. “It took a lot of
courage for me to come here that night and do what I did,” she reminded him.


“I know. And I reacted like an idiot.” He stroked her cheek.
“I can’t begin to know what you’ve gone through all these years. But I want to
get this out before anything else. I think I fell in love with you before we
ever had sex. Made love. Whatever we call it. All those times we spent talking,
even when you hid behind those dark glasses. It’s the person I want, Bridget.
Please understand that.”


“As long as you understand how important is for me, finally
not to be afraid to let people see what I really look like.”


“Think I could see what you really look like now?” he
drawled, one corner of his mouth kicked up in a grin.


“You mean all of me?” she asked, teasing him.


“Wait.” He took a half step back. “I promised you wine and
groveling. The whole nine yards. First things first.”


She shook her head, suddenly so eager to feel his naked body
against hers she wanted to rip off her dress.


“Maybe the wine could wait. Even the groveling.” She tugged
his shirt from the waist of his jeans and with fingers that trembled only
slightly opened the button and pulled down the zipper.


“Someone’s anxious,” he noted, mischief sparking in his
eyes. “I think I see Red making an appearance.”


“Is that who you want?” She searched his face, trying to
read his expression. “I’ve been a nervous wreck all week. Even with all those
great presents I wasn’t sure how you really felt. And if you wanted Red or
Bridget.”


“I want both.” He captured one of her hands and pressed it
against his cock. “Does this answer your question?”


“Yes,” she breathed.


“Then I think we need to move to someplace more
comfortable.”


He fastened the button on his jeans, swept her up in his
arms and carried her down a short hallway to his bedroom. Her breath caught as
she noted the candles placed everywhere waiting to be lit and caught the scent
of jasmine in the air.


“I’d never have figured you for such a romantic,” she said.


“I think there are a lot of things about me you don’t know.
But tonight I’m going to show you as many as I can.”


He undressed her slowly, kissing each area of her body as he
exposed it. She hadn’t worn a bra with the sundress so when it pooled around
her feet she stood in front of him wearing only a thong and sandals. The look
in his eyes could never have been faked. It was more than lust. It was a
deep-down hunger for a lot more than sex.


He kissed her cheeks, her jawline, the sensitive spot behind
one ear, the hollow of her throat. Then he kissed her eyelids, so tenderly she
felt tears gathering.


“The real you isn’t what covers your eyes but what they tell
me.”


“And what do they tell you?” she asked in a breathless
voice.


“That you’re the only woman I’ve ever met who could fit into
my life.”


Before she could respond he cupped her breasts in his palms
and put his mouth first to one nipple then the other, pulling, sucking, tugging
until they were hard and pebbled and aching. Bridget tried to unfasten the
button on his jeans again but he pushed her fingers away.


“Not yet.”


Dropping to his knees he looked up at her. “This is only
partially groveling,” he teased then licked the seam where hip and thigh met,
letting his tongue dance lightly over her skin. She was trembling, clutching at
his shoulders to keep herself upright as his tongue licked and lapped and teased.
Very slowly he pulled the insubstantial fabric of the thong down her legs,
pausing only to let her step out of them before parting the lips of her pussy
and running his tongue the length of her slit.


“Oh, oh, oh,” she whimpered, so close to the edge already
that she could feel the little spasms gathering force deep inside her.


Clay lifted her to the bed and placed her carefully on the
edge, bending her legs so she was completely open to him. He stared down as her
while he yanked off his shirt, undid his jeans and pushed them down along with
his boxers. His eyes were like hot coals burning into her as he wrapped his
fingers around his shaft and stroked it slowly from root to tip.


Bridget ran her tongue over her lips, hungering for the
taste and feel of him.


He knelt down again and went to work on her cunt with his
mouth, licking the wet flesh of her lips, swirling over the hard nub of her
clit and thrusting his tongue inside her.


“So sweet,” he murmured. His mouth pressed against her.


“I—I want to taste you too,” she protested, barely able to
form words.


“You will, darlin’. Plenty of time for that.” He worked her
with tongue and fingers until she thought she would lose her mind with need.
Over and over again he brought her just to the edge, only to back off, soothe
her with little kisses then start all over again.


She dug her heels into the edge of the mattress, lifting her
body to him.


“Please,” she sobbed. “Oh, please.”


He slid two fingers inside her again, curving them to hit
her sweet spot. At the same time he nipped gently on her clit.


“Clay,” she wailed.


His laugh was deep. “Oh, yeah. I think we’re ready.”


He moved her up on the bed and turned her over, pulling her
to her hands and knees. One big hand slid over each cheek of her ass.


“Ever been taken here, Red?”


She shook her head, too embarrassed to answer him and too
aroused to form a coherent thought.


“Good. Because after this you’ll belong to me completely.
Forever.”


Hot kisses covered the globes of her buttocks and his hand
slipped easily along the crevice between them. His hand left her for a moment,
she heard the sound of a drawer opening and closing then something cool touched
her anus. She jerked, startled at the touch.


“Just some lube,” he told her in a soothing voice. “The last
thing I want is to hurt you.”


One finger spread the gel around the tight ring before
slowly easing its way in. His other hand reached around her hip and between her
thighs to find her clit, stroking and rubbing it until all she could
concentrate on was the sensation spreading from it. He kept it up in a steady
rhythm so she was shocked to realize that he now had not one but three fingers
in her ass, stretching her and massing her tender tissues.


“Hang on, darlin’. I think you’re ready.”


So was he if the rough edge of his voice was any indication.
Bridget was at a point where she didn’t care about anything except finally
reaching the edge of that cliff and falling over it.


She heard the crinkle of foil and a slight tearing sound
then she felt the head of his cock pressing against her opening.


“Deep breaths, Red,” he told her as he drove into her with a
slow but steady thrust. “Breathe in, out, in, out.”


And all the while his fingers still played with her clit,
driving her until every bit of him was inside her. Filling her so full that he
was everywhere. That she didn’t know where she ended and he began. Then he was
moving, slowly at first then faster, rocking against her, one hand one her hip,
the other still rubbing her clit.


The orgasm crashed through her so unexpectedly that it shook
her entire body, threatening to splinter her with its cataclysmic force. She
heard Clay shout her name, felt his cock throb and flex inside the latex sheath
as he pumped into her again and again. When she finally collapsed forward Clay
was right with her, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her shoulders and
back even as he fought to steady his breathing.


Bridget was limp, totally spent. When Clay eased himself
from her ass and stepped back from the bed she had a sudden sense of loss. But
then he was back, lying down next to her, turning her to face him.


“I love you, Bridget ‘Red’ Reilly,” he told her in his
warm-as-molasses drawl. “I think I fell in love with you long before I realized
it. If you hadn’t decided to show up at the ball as Red, I hate to think how
long I would have stumbled around not knowing we were right for each other.”


She placed her hand against his cheek. “I love you too.”


He ran a fingertip along the crease of each eyelid. “Your
doctor did a damn fine job here. No doubt about it. But I want you to know that
I love what’s inside. What’s outside isn’t all that important.” He grinned.
“Except for the bedroom eyes, of course.”


* * * * *


Clay had insisted on attending the first day of the
conference with her.


“I want to bask in your glory,” he teased.


She laughed. “My glory at the moment wouldn’t fit on the
head of a pin.”


But he stood near her proudly when she was introduced at the
opening meeting and when readers ran up to her to get her autograph.


“What’s your next book about?” one woman asked.


She smiled up at Clay. “About a woman who discovers what the
real meaning of love is.”


But the most important thing she’d written was in her
computer, an email just waiting to be sent.


Dear Miss Hawthorne,


I can’t begin to thank you and the Durban Trust enough
for providing the surgery that has made such an impact on my life. I am
appearing at the conference my publisher is sponsoring, the one I discussed
with you. But the most important thing is that I am marrying the man of my
dreams. But it seems my eyes wouldn’t have made a difference to him because he
really loves me for who I am. The surgery just gave me the confidence to take
that person out in public.


Thank you from the bottom of my heart.


Bridget Reilly (soon to be Randall)
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