
        
            
                
            
        

    
Liam

This was to be her last con. It will be one she
won't forget! 


A sexy
con artist romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Amani
Lincoln has made a decent living conning people out of their money.

Now
she’s finally decided to do one more job before stepping away
from her profession forever.

Her next
target: getting into bed with handsome billionaire investor Liam
Moses so she can steal his expensive art!

But the
two of them are drawn to each other in a way that takes Amani by
surprise...

And
their relationship might turn into love if she can ever settle down!

But what
will happen when Liam finds out who she really is?

Will he
accept her past, crimes and all?

Or will
he walk away from her life for good?

Find out
in this emotional yet sexy romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to smoking hot sex scenes!

Tip:
Search BWWM Club
on Amazon to see more of our great books.
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Chapter 1

“Just one last
con darling and that’s it,” the suave and elegantly
dressed man reclining on the love seat told her charmingly.

“You told me
that the last time Hanson.” Amani got up from her seat at the
edge of the desk and wandered over to look at the painting on the
wall facing her. She studied it carefully, noticing the fine etchings
and the almost amateur lines. Over the years she had become an expert
at identifying fine art and that was because of the man lounging in
the chair next to her. Hanson Blair was her mentor, and a surrogate
father, who had saved her from life on the streets. He took her under
his wings and gave her somewhere to stay when she was fifteen and had
ran away from the group home where she had been staying. He had
discovered her trying to pick the lock on his car, and instead of
turning her over to the authorities he had decided to rescue her
instead. She owed him everything. With that knowledge she had found
it very easy to transition from heisting wallets and breaking into
cars, to becoming an avid student who had graduated from all that to
become one of the best con women ever known. She was an expert in
sliding out a wallet from the tightest fitting clothing to slipping
off a watch from the wrist, but she no longer did anything like that.
She was now into art and expensive jewelry. But she had decided in
May, just a month ago when she had celebrated her twenty-eight
birthday, that she was done with all of that. She had not been
caught, and she had a feeling that if she continued she would be
daring fate. She wanted to settle down and get married, live a normal
life. The excitement of the con had disappeared for her and she had
more than enough money to live her own life. She was very grateful to
Hanson, but she figured she had paid him enough with the jobs she had
pulled off. He operated an art gallery as a front for his more
nefarious schemes and the gallery was doing very well. 


“I absolutely
mean it to.” Hanson’s attractive fine boned face was
appreciative as he stared at the women he considered to be a like a
daughter to him. He was certifiable gay and had never married or felt
the need to sire a child. But he was proud of the beautiful woman
standing next to him staring at the painting critically. He could
hardly identify her with the scruffy and rude teenager he had caught
trying to break into his car when she was fifteen. She had been
pretty then, underneath all that dirt and the scruffy look, but over
the years Amani Lincoln had grown and blossomed into an incredibly
beautiful woman with a coffee and cream complexion and alluring
curves that drew attention to her wherever she went. Her thick dark
naturally curly hair had been cut short and suited her narrow face
perfectly. She had large dark brown eyes with long eyelashes that
seemed to dominate her face and a generous mouth that drew attention
immediately. She was sophisticated and charming when she wanted to be
and when the job required her to be, a chameleon who was able to
adapt to any circumstance. She did not usually allow personal
relationships and had only been involved in two over the years. When
she was on the job she was focused. She never allowed anything or
anyone to break that focus. 


“I know you
have this ridiculous urge to settle down and become a wife.”
There was a slight distaste in his tone and Amani hid a smile as she
stared at him. His dark hair was sprinkled with gray and his light
blue eyes had that weary cynicism of someone who had seen what the
world had to offer and was not in the least bit impressed. But Amani
loved him! He was the closest thing to a parent and he had always
looked out for her. “I have this very important client who
insists that he has to have that particular Renoir that is hanging in
Liam Moses’ apartment. The commission is staggering darling. It
will set you up for life.”

“I already have
a lot of money thanks to the jobs I did in the past,” she
pointed out as she walked over to sit next to him. It was late
afternoon and they were sitting inside his office, while downstairs
the gallery was alive with a showing of a new and upcoming artist. He
had capable assistants to handle the work and so he had taken time to
have this talk with Amani. 


“Just this
once,” he insisted. “Liam Moses is one of the richest
collectors of fine arts and jewelries. His family’s money is
dated all the way back to the early eighteenth century. He is heir to
the vast Moses fortune and parties like there is no tomorrow. His
love for beautiful women is widely known and well documented.”

“So you want me
to seduce him and get him to take me to his apartment?”

“That’s
just it darling.” Hanson waved a slender hand desultorily. “He
does not take women up to his apartment. It’s a veritable
fortress, and for good reason. It is rumored that the place is like a
damn palace with the most expensive art and sumptuous furnishing. He
has this little love nest that he takes his women to. Even though he
is a slut, he is a very cautious one.”

“So how am I
going to get him to take me to his apartment?” Amani demanded,
already feeling the distaste of doing this particular job. She had no
problem taking from the rich because she knew that whatever she took
would not be missed very much, everything was insured. But she did
not relish trying to seduce a man she had no interest in. She had
seen Liam Moses’ photos countless times on magazine covers and
on the internet. She had also seen him once or twice at several
functions she had attended and had hated the way women seemed to fawn
all over him. It made her sick!

“You are going
to play hard to get,” Hanson told her with a smile. “Men
like Liam Moses are not used to women ignoring them and you are going
to pique his interest by doing exactly that.”
Amani sighed,
knowing that she was not going to say no. “When will I put this
into action?”

“This very
weekend. I have finagled an invite to his baby sister’s
birthday party, being held at the Belgrave hotel on Saturday.”

“Baby sister?”

“Not exactly
baby, she will be twenty-one and it is sort of a debutante
ball.”
“People still have those?”

“Very wealthy
people do,” Hanson said with a mocking smile. “He adores
her, so there is no doubt he will be there. We just have to get you
the proper gown to make sure that he notices you and I know just the
place to get it. I will call Romano’s and make my selection.
Your job is to get him to notice you and then ignore him completely.”

“What if he
loses interest?”

Hanson laughed at
that. “Darling I am gay and I cannot take my eyes off you. Liam
Moses will not know what hit him!”
 


*****

“You had better
not miss my birthday party Liam or I will never forgive you!”
Lorelei Moses told her brother as soon as he picked up the phone.

“When have I
ever?” Liam asked her dryly. “Even when they border on
the ridiculous and the frivolous. From princess themes to that
particularly horrid one where we all had to dress up in nineteen
twenties outfits. I have endured it all because I happen to love you.
What is it this time?”
“A debutante ball.”

“Ah.” The
single word was loaded with distaste and Lorelei could not help but
laugh. “I will be there under extreme duress. It is not every
time you turn twenty-one.”

“Who are you
bringing?”

“I think I will
come solo this time. I am in between relationships right now.”

“Which is code
for the fact that you dumped that horrible blonde you were seeing!”
his sister exclaimed. “Mother is threatening to pick out a wife
for you.”
“And she knows that will not work,” he
said with a laugh. “I will see you at the party darling.”
He hung up before she could rope him into anything else. He was at
the club where he had just finished playing a round of tennis with
some friends. He had just come back from a trip to Italy, where he
had spent a week acquiring a particular diamond that he had been
wanting for the past few months, and he was feeling restless. His
dark gray eyes wandered over the immaculate grounds and saw that
there was a lively game of volleyball going on. The June weather was
very good, with the brilliant sunshine dappling everything in its
path and shimmering on the pool that was near to him. He was just
contemplating going for a swim when a tall leggy blonde sauntered
over to him. He knew her. She was one of the member’s daughters
and the same age as his sister. Even though she was stunning he
preferred his women a little older and more mature, so he was not
interested.

“I was
wondering if I could join you,” her voice dripped with allure
and he hid a smile as he watched her sit across from him, wearing a
red swim suit and a thin cover-up that revealed her full breasts.

“You already did,” he pointed out in amusement.

“That I did!”
she said with a low sultry laugh as she crossed her long tanned legs.
“I am Nicole by the way.”
“Nice to meet you
Nicole. Where do you go to school?”

He could see the
slight frown of displeasure on her brow at the turn of the
conversation and watched as she struggled not to show it! “I am
trying to be a model.”

His thick dark brows
lifted at that. “Trying?”

She pouted. “It’s
not very easy to get into.”

“How hard can
it be?” Liam asked sardonically.

“I have to lose
like ten pounds before I am even considered.”
His gray eyes
wandered over her already slender body, carelessly, before he
responded. “Is it worth it?”

“Of course it
is! I just have to remember not to eat certain things and stay away
from alcohol for a little bit. Daddy says that he will make sure that
I get what I want.”

“I am sure he
will.” Liam was suddenly bored and could not wait to get away.
The conversation as vapid as the young girl seated in front of him.
“All the best.”

“You are
leaving?”

“I am afraid
so. I have the sudden urge to indulge in a full house burger and I
would not want to tempt you.” He walked away with her staring
after him. He walked over to one of the outdoor bars and was handed
his usual drink: bourbon straight from the bottle. He was bored and
when he became bored he did crazy things, like sleep with women who
were highly unsuitable and throw lavish parties that lasted for days!
He had been referred to as the idle rich, the incredibly handsome
playboy who left brokenhearted women in every continent, and he
certainly lived up to his reputation. Nothing posed a challenge for
him! He never had to chase women because they were always chasing
him, and his wealth ensured that he never had to fight to make a
living. He did not sit in an office, he had no need to do so and even
if that were the case he was too restless to be an executive. His
family had the most treasured collection of art and expensive jewelry
in the world, some of which were showcased in galleries and museums
all across the world. He came from a very long generation of titled
wealth, somewhere in the distant past there had been dukes as well as
earls in his family. He was accustomed to wealth and accustomed to
being catered to. He usually took it for granted, but the last few
days he found he wanted something more. He had no idea what he wanted
though! He tossed back the drink and left the bar in search of
something to eat.

*****

Amani sipped her wine
slowly as she channel surfed, discarding one network after the other
before settling on a light comedy that she had watched several times
before. Her apartment was modern, but not overly so, and she was
proud of it because it was somewhere she could call home. She owned
the place. Over the years she had never dreamed that it was possible
to actually live somewhere, much less have a place of her own! She
owed it all to Hanson and that was one of the reasons why she could
never tell him no. He had picked her up off the streets and turned
her life around. She remembered when he had first brought her to his
charming, villa-type home. She had stood in the doorway staring at
the miles of carpet and the pale silk wallpapers in awe.

“If you are
thinking of stealing anything darling let me help you get rid of that
thought. If even a dinner fork is missing I am going to do what I
should have done when I saw you trying to break into my car. I will
have no hesitation in turning you over to the police and be done with
it.”
“So why don’t you?” she had asked him
belligerently.

He had laughed at her
mutinous expression. “Because I have plans for you. Go on and
take a shower. I will set out some clothes for you to put on when you
are done and give you something to eat.”

When she had
hesitated he had realized what she was thinking. 


“I am gay
darling and besides you are a little too young and far too unkempt.
You have nothing to fear from me.”

And he had told her
the truth! She had spent nights in the bedroom, terrified that he
would come in and attack her in her sleep, but over the weeks that
followed she had come to trust him and he had taught her a lot. When
he had told her what he had in store for her, she had balked at the
idea. But she became fascinated by it as the time went by. Now,
thirteen years later and having been on her own for the past five
years, she still owed him and would do anything for him. She never
knew her parents and never tried to find out who they were. She had
heard vague talks about being left on the steps of the home by a
woman who appeared to be drugged out of her mind, but never had the
interest to dig into her past. She had made it without them, not in
the conventional way but she made it nonetheless! Hanson had insisted
that she go to school, even though she had protested that there was
no need for that considering what he wanted her to do. But he had
told her in his bored cultured voice: “I am highly educated
darling and I hate it when I am having a conversation with someone
who cannot form a coherent sentence.” He had pinned her with
his gaze. “Do you know what coherent means?”

She had shaken her
head. 
“Just as I thought. You are going to get an
education.” And she had, the highest the country had to offer!
She had finished high school and had gone on to college, graduating
with honors in science and finance! It had amused her to know that
the rich girls she had befriended had no idea that she was the cause
of them losing their jewelry and money. They had thought that the
campus had been invaded by a very clever criminal. She had taken them
out of spite and to prove that she could do it. 


He had changed her
life in more ways than one and she would be eternally grateful to
him! Amani finished the wine and put the glass on the table in front
of her. She was not really watching the comedy but gave it a cursory
glance every now and then. She had told Hanson the truth: she wanted
a normal life, one with a husband and children if possible, and she
was determined to have that. She had no idea what her lineage was and
had expressed that concern to Hanson. 


In his usual
inimitable way he had told her drolly: “You are smart and not a
raving lunatic, that much we can very well confirm, and you are a
beautiful woman whom any man would be lucky to be with. If you are
that concerned you should investigate the matter.”

“I am not that
concerned,” She had told him firmly.
“Are you sure?”
he had asked her quizzically.

“I am
positive.”

“There you are!
Problem solved! Parents have a way of complicating things anyway;
consider yourself fortunate you have only me.”

“You have
parents,” she had pointed out. 


“And my mother
is a stuck up parasite who is not talking to me because she is
ashamed of who I am.”
“Not your dad.”

“My dad is a
weak willed moron who has to hide the fact that he is talking to me.”

“I get the
point,” Amani had told him dryly.

“Exactly,”
he had told her with a grin.

Amani pressed the off
button and got to her feet, deciding to go to bed. She was not going
to think about the job she had to do until Friday, when she would
decide on her game plan!

*****

“Mother,”
Liam leaned down and kissed his mother’s smooth unlined cheek
before looking over at his sister who was standing just inside the
doorway. “Hey sprite.” His devastatingly gorgeous smile
came readily as he strode over to her. Both siblings shared their
mother’s striking looks, her dark hair and her slate gray eyes,
but Liam had somehow turned out to be more striking than his sister.
He was tall and well-muscled with thick dark hair and a classically
handsome face that had been carved in perfection. His sister looked
more like a porcelain doll with her dark hair and ivory skin. She was
not as outgoing as her brother was. Liam pulled her into his arms,
kissing the top of her head. Lillian watched the two of them before
nodding to the maid hovering in the background to start serving
dinner. It was Friday night and she was happy to see both of her
children in the same room. It had been a long time since Liam was
home, and Lorelei had just finished college and would be doing some
traveling before she decided what she wanted to do. 


“You really
need to stop calling me that,” his sister chided him as he
escorted her to the table and pulled her chair out for her. “I
am going to be twenty-one tomorrow.”

“Such an
advanced age,” he teased as he kissed the top of her head
again, before going to his place at the head of the table.

“Darling it is
so good to see you home. I am hoping that you will stay after the
party is finished?” his mother leveled her gray eyes on her
handsome son.

He shrugged
carelessly as he unfolded his napkin. “I am not sure what I
will be doing yet.”

“You are not in
a relationship now Liam so the least you can do is spend some time
with your family.”

“I am always
spending time with my family, even when I am in a relationship.”
He pointed out. 


His mother waited
until the meal had been served before she picked up the conversation.
“I need to talk to you about-“

“Mother let us
have a meal where you do not question the need for me to settle down
please,” his voice was teasing, but it had a steel like
inflection that was not to be mistaken. “I would rather talk
about Lorelei and what she plans to do with her future.”

“Maybe I will
spend it flitting all over the world like you,” she told him
dryly, her eyes shimmering with laughter.

He laughed at that.
“I am sure you do not want to give Mother a heart attack
darling. And besides, one of us in the family is quite enough.”





Chapter 2

Amani stared
critically at herself in the full length mirror, turning this way and
then that, to see the full effect of the dress. Hanson had chosen
very well as usual and she admired the subtlety of the lines of the
ice blue layers that drifted from her small waist to her ankles. The
dress was deceptively simple until she moved and then it revealed the
long slashes at both thighs. The top was close fitting with a
corset-like bodice complete with strings at the back and it left her
shoulders and arms bare. A simple thin gold necklace with a heart
shaped pendant was around her throat and she was wearing dangling
gold earrings at her lobes. Gold bangles shimmered and made noise
when she moved her right wrist. She had on a thin gold watch on her
left wrist. Her thick dark hair was brushed back from her face and
her makeup was flawless. She was going alone to the ball because
Hanson had said that they should not be seen together and she wanted
to appear to be single in order for the plan to work. She felt her
first shimmer of uncertainty as she grabbed her thin cashmere jacket
and headed out. Liam Moses was incredibly handsome and incredibly
rich. He was not a man who would be easily fooled or easily tempted,
but she was very good at what she did! Shaking off her apprehension
she made her way out.

*****

Liam half listened to
the conversation going on around him as he looked around the vast
room. He had only been there half an hour and already he was
wondering when he could leave. His sister would never forgive him if
he left before the damned thing was finished, so he decided that he
had to fortify himself to get through the evening, with lots of the
rather expensive champagne. Some of the members of his club, along
with their wives, had turned up for the event. He spotted Timothy and
Robyn coming towards him, with Adam and Amber right behind them.
Maybe it was not such a bust after all! He lifted a hand and they
came over to him. Timothy was still a newly-wed with an infant
daughter and the man looked as if he was in the throes of extreme
happiness as he wrapped his arm around his beautiful wife. Adam was
no better!

“Where is your
date?” Adam asked him lazily as he plucked two champagne
glasses from a passing waiter and handed one to his wife. “I am
used to seeing women vying for your attention.”

“I have decided
to come solo for a change. Not that it’s any of your business,”
Liam said gently as he greeted the two women affectionately. “What
are the two most beautiful women in the room doing with these
losers?’

“We happen to
be in love with said losers,” Amber told him with a smile as
she linked her arm through his. “How about a dance to get your
mind off the boredom of this place?”

He glanced at Adam.
“Are you sure you can take the competition?”

“Amber is
completely devoted to me and sees me as the better man.”

“I certainly
do,” Amber agreed. “Shall we?”

They wandered out
onto the dance floor and he pulled her into his arms, his eyes
scanning the room. 


“Are you
looking for someone in particular?” Amber asked him.

“Maybe,”
he shrugged and looked down at her, his eyes admiring her exquisite
face. “And possibly I am wondering where I was before Adam
snatched you up.”
“I was never in your league
darling,” She told him airily. “And besides that, it had
always been Adam for me.”

“What does it
feel like?”
“To be in love?”
“To be so
committed that there is no room for anyone else?”
“It
feels wonderful! You should try it.”

“I don’t
believe in exclusivity.”

“Don’t
beat it until you have tried it.” She saw when his attention
went towards the doorway, his gaze arrested at something there. She
craned her neck to see what he was looking at. Amber hid a smile as
she stared at the stunning woman making her way inside the crowded
room. “Maybe you should go and introduce yourself.”
“I
would rather not,” he said carelessly but his eyes were still
on her. He was so focused on the woman who had stopped to talk to a
group of men, that he never noticed that the dance had ended.

“Liam?”

It took a
concentrated effort for him to tear his eyes away and look down at
the woman in his arms. “I am beginning to feel invisible.”

He shook his head and
grinned at her. “We cannot have that.” He led her off the
dance floor and did his best not to turn back and look at the woman
who had suddenly caught his interest. “I will see you all
later, I need to go and pay some attention to the birthday girl.”

They watched him walk
away. “I think Liam has found his next target.” Amber
said in amusement.

“Who?”
her husband asked.

Amber subtly
indicated the woman who was now dancing with an African America male.

“Do we know
her?” Adam asked.

“I don’t,
but do you?” Amber gave her husband a hard stare.

“Are you trying
to ask me if she is one of the people I had a relationship with,
Love?” he asked her teasingly.

“I was not
going to put it quite so delicately, but yes. Is she?”

He laughed and pulled
her into his arms. “No.”

“I am taking my
wife onto the dance floor,” Timothy announced as he took the
petite Robyn into his arms. “Tread lightly man,” he added
with a grin as he left them.

*****

He did his best to
ignore her, but he could not very well do that, as he was finding it
very difficult to take his eyes off her! She exuded beauty and allure
and he wondered how it was that he had never seen her before! She was
also very popular with the males and was constantly on the dance
floor. She was actually as popular as he was, and he found himself
staring at her whenever he was dancing with someone. He actually got
close to her at one point, and as their eyes met. He felt the shiver
going up his spine as he stared into her large, dark brown eyes, but
she was the first one to look away, turning her gaze to the man who
had his arms around her. He was sure she recognized him, but she gave
no indication that she was dazzled by him or that she was even the
slightest bit interested, and that alone managed to pique his
interest. 


It was a few hours
later that he finally got the chance to meet her. She was just coming
back into the room when he caught up to her, cutting off the man who
was hurrying over to her.

“Hi,” his
deep voice was charming as he stopped in front of her, forcing her to
stop. “I don’t believe we have met. I am-“
“Liam
Moses.” He could have sworn her husky voice was slightly
amused. “I know who you are.”

“Then you have
me at a distinct disadvantage,” he said lightly, his gray eyes
wandering over her face.

“Amani Smith.”
She extended a slender hand and deliberately used the name she often
used when she was operating a con. He took her hand in his and held
on to it. 


“Amani Smith,
how about a dance?”

To his acute surprise
and chagrin, he saw her hesitate briefly before nodding and allowing
him to lead her onto the dance floor. They danced for a few seconds
in silence and for the first time in his life, Liam found himself
without anything to say!

“Nice party,”
she murmured and forced him to look at her. He was over six feet tall
and she was not in the least petite, but she only came a little past
his shoulders in her heels. 


“My sister has
a way of going above and beyond,” he said with a smile. “And
Mother is no better.”

She studied his
handsome face for a moment. “You love her.”

“My sister or
my mother?”

“Your sister,
although I am sure you love your mother as well.”
He smiled
at that. “I do love Lorelei.” His gray eyes scrutinized
her face. “Do you have siblings?”

“No.” The
dance ended just then. She stepped out of his arms immediately, much
to his disappointment, and started to walk away. 


“Is it possible
for me to see you again?” he heard himself asking.

She looked at him and
this time the amusement was apparent. “I want to continue our
conversation.”

“What
conversation?”

He shrugged his broad
shoulders. “The one that we were having.”

She hesitated
briefly. “Do you have a card?”

“It so happens
I do.” He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a card
holder, sliding one out and handing it to her. She studied it for a
moment and then nodded. 


“I will be in
touch,” she told him before walking away. 


He was standing there
a few minutes before he realized that he was attracting attention by
standing on the dance floor without a partner. With a wry shake of
his head, he walked off swiftly and went to get himself a drink.

*****

She deliberately
waited a week before she called him. She was sure he was used to
women calling him as soon as he gave them his number. She was also
positive that women gave him their numbers instead of the other way
around! It was the next Friday during the 7pm news that she made the
call.

“It’s
Amani.” She told him briefly.

“Hi Amani!”
his deep voice unnerved her somewhat and she forced herself not to be
affected by it! “I was expecting to hear from you before
now.”
“Why?” She injected a note of amusement in
her tone. “You are not used to being kept waiting?”
“As
a matter of fact I am not,” he said with a rueful laugh. “How
are you?”
“I am good. What are you doing tomorrow
night?”

“What do you
have in mind?”

“A showing at
the Mystique Gallery in town. Do you know where it is?”

“I have a
pretty good idea. What time?”

“Eight.”
“Should
I meet you there?”
“Yes. I am sure you do not need an
invite.”
“My family has been a patron of the arts for
generations, so no invitation necessary.”

“Good, so I
will see you there.”

“Is this your
mobile number?” he asked her.

“Yes.”
“Do
you mind if I saved it?”

“Not at all.”

“See you
tomorrow.”

Amani hung up the
phone, her expression thoughtful. She had seen the way he looked at
her at the party and had known that he was interested. The fact that
she had not fallen all over herself to be with him had turned up the
volume of his interest, and that was what she had hoped. She only had
to rope him in now and be careful about it. She dialed Hanson’s
number.

“Good news I
hope?”

“Do you ever
greet anyone the regular way?” she asked him in exasperation.

“You know how I
hate small talk darling, they are so trivial and they do not get to
the heart of the matter. “Now tell me the details. Is he
panting after you yet?’

“You are
disgusting and no. I invited him to the show tomorrow.”

“Good job
darling. As far as I know Liam Moses does not attend small art
galleries.”
“Mystique is not exactly small.”

“But not large
enough to interest a man like Liam Moses. Congratulations darling,
you are on the way to success!”

*****

He saw her the minute
he walked in. Ignoring the many curious and awed glances thrown his
way, he went over to where she was standing, with a glass of
champagne in her hand as she studied a canvas where slashes of black
and white were the only things visible. She turned her head and
studied the dark blue dress pants and light blue cotton shirt he had
on. He easily portrayed extreme wealth and power. His dark good looks
were so apparent that one could not help but notice him. 


“Hi.” He
transferred his gaze to the painting and studied it for a moment. 


“What do you
see?”

“Someone trying
to make a point but not quite succeeding,” he said blandly.

She laughed at that
and his eyes went to her face, his gaze lingering.

“What do you
see?” 


“It’s
abstract so you are supposed to make your own interpretation. I
happen to know the artist and she is actually quite good. Deep and
dark, but good nonetheless.”
“So what’s your
interpretation?”

“The dark paint
represents the darkness of grief and pain and the white represents
the light of love and hope.”

“You got all of
that from looking at this?” He stared at her in fascination.

“No actually, I
got it from her,” she told him in amusement. A waiter came
forward with champagne and he took one, raising the glass to his
lips. “I told you I know her.”
“I prefer
impressionism to modernism,” he murmured, as he wondered over
to a painting depicting an array of horses grazing in a meadow
suffused with fading flowers. “I rather like this one.”
She
walked over to stand next to him. “So do I. It’s relaxing
and not at all intrusive.”
“You know art.” He
murmured.

“I am
fascinated by it.”

“Maybe one day
I will show you my private collection,” he told her lightly.
Amani felt her heart quickened at that, but she was careful to keep
her expression neutral.

“Maybe.”
She wandered over to look at another painting and he followed her.
She found that he was quite experienced in the subject and his bland
and exaggerated sense of humor had her laughing most of the time.
Hanson kept his distance, not wanting to associate himself with her
while she was working, but she noticed the pleased expression on his
face as he gazed at the tall handsome man next to her. “If I
thought he was into men I would so enjoy trading places with you
darling,” he had told her that morning.

“So what’s
next, Amani Smith?” he asked her as they sat on one of the
chairs placed inside the room for visitors. It was almost 10pm and
people were starting to leave.

“What do you
mean?”

“You invited me
out to see the show and I came. Where do we go from here?”
“You
go home and I do the same,” she told him in amusement.
“I
would like to see you again.”

“Why? Because
you are bored?”
“No,” he said steadily. “Because
I like you and I think that you and I have things in common.”

“Having similar
interests in paintings does not mean we have things in common.”

“Maybe not but
it’s a start,” he insisted.

“Maybe.”
She got to her feet and he did as well.

“How about
dinner tomorrow night?”

“On your
yacht?” Her tapered eyebrows lifted as she looked at him.

“If that’s
what you would like.”

“I would much
prefer a nice restaurant. Going to dinner on your yacht seems like
there would be strings attached.”

He laughed softly and
took her hands in his. “And you would not like that?”

“It’s
early days yet.” She pulled her hands away from his and placed
one at the side of his face before stepping back. “Dinner it
is.”

He stared at her for
a moment and nodded. “I take it that the evening is at an end?”

“I am wilting.”

He extended his arm
and she put her hand through it. “We cannot have that.”

*****

Amani rolled her eyes
as she heard the phone ring and answered it without looking to see
who it was. “I am just on my way to bed so make it quick.”

There was a pause
before the familiar deep voice responded in amusement. “Why do
I get the feeling that I was not the person you were expecting to
call?”
“Liam!” She swore silently at the error
she had made! “Just a pesky friend who insists on calling me at
inopportune times. Is something wrong?”
“I was just
calling to see if you made it home safely and to tell you that I
enjoyed the evening, thoroughly.”
“So did I,”
she told him truthfully as she fluffed up her pillows and settled
back against them. “It had been a long time since I enjoyed an
opening.”

“We have to try
and make sure we attend together in the future.”

“Possibly,”
she murmured. “Goodnight Liam.”

“Goodnight
Amani.”

She had not hung up
two minutes before the phone rang again. This time she looked at the
screen before she answered the call. “I see that Liam is
already showing a lot of interest.”

“Are you
calling for a progress report?”

“I already have
a progress report darling. I have eyes in my head and I saw that the
two of you were getting along quite fine. A few snoopy reporters
wanted to find out who you were and I gave them a false name.”

“Good, because
I told Liam that my last name was Smith.”

“When this is
all over will you be able to walk away?”
“What do you
mean?”

“I saw you with
him darling and you looked as if you were having the time of your
life.”
“I am a professional and you already know
that.”

“Of course you
are but Liam Moses is a very handsome and charismatic man.”

“I can take
care of myself Hanson.”

“I really hope
so darling. For your sake.”

*****

Liam Antonio Moses
was thirty years old and had just reached the thirty-year-old mark in
January of that year. He had everything that wealth could buy. He had
been spoiled since birth and he was well aware of it. He had never
found anything that he wanted that he could not get, whether it be a
long lists of beautiful women, a piece of art or anything else he had
his eyes on. He did not believe in long term relationships. Even
though he had seen the men at his club be successful at it, he could
not see himself staying with one woman for the rest of his life! He
was easily bored and never had a relationship that lasted more than a
month. He knew that it was his duty to produce an heir, and when the
time comes he would choose a wife who was willing enough to leave him
alone to live his life the way he was accustomed to living it. He
would provide the heir and then go on with his lifestyle as usual. He
was interested in Amani and had every intention of taking her to his
bed as soon as possible. He had to admit that he was intrigued by
her, by her lack of intense interest in him and the fact that she
treated him like a normal person. No woman had ever treated him like
that before and he was fascinated. She was also incredibly beautiful
and sexy and a great conversationalist. He was not particular when it
came to women, only that they had to look good on the eyes. Usually
for what he had in mind, conversation was not in the least bit
necessary. But he had to admit that he had enjoyed talking to her and
watching her laugh. She did not flirt with him as the others had
always done. She had engaged his mind and he found that he was
fascinated by that fact. Maybe she would last two months instead of a
month, he thought with a wry laugh as he entered his sumptuous
bedroom and went over to the alcove where he touched a button. The
cabinet slid out silently, revealing the shelves complete with
bottles of wine and stronger drinks. He poured himself a glass of
bourbon and sipped from it, feeling the warmth as it hit the lining
of his stomach. He was getting pretty fanciful! He had been out of a
relationship for a month now and it was telling on his brain and his
body. But he was going to enjoy taking the lovely and mysterious
Amani to bed pretty soon. He had no doubt about his ability to break
down whatever resistance there was, and pretty soon at that. He never
usually had to work to get a woman into his bed and was looking
forward to the challenge. He lifted his glass in a silent toast to
his upcoming victory, finishing the drink in one gulp!





Chapter 3

She contemplated the
contents of her wardrobe a full ten minutes before she decided what
to wear to dinner. He had not told her where they were going but he
was Liam Moses, which meant that it was somewhere high profile. She
knew that she ran the risk of being photographed with him but that
was the risk she would have to take. She always covered her tracks
well and when her ‘marks’ found out that they had been
conned they never associated it with her. And most times they
preferred to cover it up and let the insurance deal with it. She had
gotten a scare a year ago when she had pilfered a diamond bracelet
from an estate she had been invited to. The wife of the millionaire,
who had been very touchy/feely with her at the party, had kicked up
quite a furor over the loss of the bracelet and had demanded that
every single guest at the party be investigated! But she had been
smart and had made sure to avoid the cameras positioned all over the
vast estate. It was as if she had never been there! She had flown to
Paris and stayed there for several weeks until the entire thing had
died down. That had been part of the reason why she had decided that
this was it for her. She had taken extreme risks and had loved the
rush of adrenaline flowing through her body when she was on a job,
but the excitement had gone out of it for her. And she was not
arrogant enough to think that she would not get caught one day. She
wanted to quit the business before she did. This one was different!
Usually she did not get personally involved with the ‘marks’
and Liam Moses was not only high profile, but a very handsome man at
that. She had to be extra careful! She would do her best to charm him
and get him to take her to his apartment, pour something in his
drink, swap the painting out with an excellent copy and then get the
hell out of his life and out of the business! She might take a
Caribbean cruise for a couple of weeks before coming back home to
start living her normal life. Hanson had told her that when she was
ready to quit he would have a job waiting for her at the gallery. She
had no need to work, but she needed to occupy her time and she loved
art. With an objective eye she studied the stark black dress with the
thin straps and decided that it would have to do. She applied her
makeup skillfully and getting to her feet she studied the effect in
the mirror. She looked like a coolly, beautiful and sophisticated
woman who had her act together, and that’s exactly the image
she was hoping for! Picking up a light jacket from her closet she
examined her lightly teased thick curls again before heading out.
Liam called her with instructions the minute she was in the car and
she felt her pulse quickened in excitement as she realized that he
had selected the very popular floating restaurant, ‘The Water
Shack’, which was anything but! It was a very popular
restaurant frequented by celebrities and movie stars. It was very
hard to get reservations! She had seen the reviews written up in
Restaurant Weekly and knew that the cuisine there was first class. A
valet came forward to take her keys and parked her vehicle. A white
coated man walked down the plank to help her board, directing her to
the upper deck where tables were strewn along the large expanse of
flooring. “Mr. Moses is expecting you madam,” he told her
with a respectful bow as he departed. A man hurried over to her and
she assumed that he was the Maître D by his very formal dress.
With a professional smile he led her to a table by the railing which
had a clear view of the water. Liam got to his feet the moment she
appeared and she could not help but admire the way the thin black
sweater stretched across the expanse of his wide chest and how the
fabric clung to the rippling muscles of his arms! His dark hair was
brushed back from his face with a stubborn lock escaping and clinging
to his forehead. His dark gray eyes met hers and he took her hands in
his and held them for a moment before letting go. “A bottle of
Dom for now Alex,” he told the man who bowed and disappeared.
“How do you manage to look more beautiful than the last two
times I saw you?” His deep voice slid across her skin like fine
silk and Amani made a production of taking her time to remove off her
light jacket, careful to keep her expression neutral.

“Maybe it’s
the light.” She looked over the rippling blue of the ocean and
felt the stirring of the sea air against her skin. “This is
very nice.”

“I thought you
would like it,” he murmured. The waiter came forward to poured
their wine and then left. 
Liam studied her exquisite face as he
sipped the champagne. He had felt a jolt as he saw her coming and
wondered if tonight was the night he should try and get her into his
bed! But he was going to wait and see how the evening turned out
before he made his decision. He had a feeling that she was not shy,
but she seemed somewhat preoccupied. “Tell me about yourself,”
he invited softly.

She turned and looked
at him, her tapered eyebrows lifting in amusement. “What do you
want to know?”

“Dare I say
everything?”

“Are you really
interested in knowing about my life history or are you pretending
that you do?”

Her blunt question
threw him for a moment and then he laughed softly. “I was
actually making conversation but now I am intrigued. Who are you
Amani Smith?”

Amani picked up her
glass and sipped slowly, trying to come up with some half-truths. “My
mother gave me up for adoption when I was a baby and I never knew my
father.”

“Is she still
alive?” His gray eyes were on her face and for a moment she
actually thought she saw more than idle curiosity there. 


“No she is
not.” She firmly turned the subject to him. “Now it’s
your turn. I know you are into collecting and that has been the way
of life for your family for generations. What is there about it that
you like?”

He gave an
imperceptible nod of his dark head that had the waiter materializing
immediately. “I recommend the duck á l´orange –
it’s the best I have ever tasted.” He looked at her to
confirm her interest and when she nodded he gave his assent to the
waiter who left immediately. 


“I like
everything about what my family does. I have the distinct privilege
of viewing and studying the best art in the world and holding the
largest and purest diamonds from Africa in my hands.” He
started to tell her the history of diamonds and she listened,
enraptured by his interesting anecdotes not only about diamonds but
other stones as well. His voice had a deep hypnotic quality to it
that could have her listening to him for hours! Their meals came and
even though she tasted the delicious tanginess of the duck, she was
so absorbed in the conversation that the time flew by rapidly! 


Liam too was deep in
the conversation. He realized that for the first time he was having
one with an exceptionally beautiful woman whom he was definitely
taking to his bed. He delighted in her laugh and loved the way her
dazzling white teeth looked against the coral of her lips. He found
himself laughing along with her as he recounted amusing stories of
his ancestors.

“You are
joking!” she exclaimed.

“Hand to God, I
am not,” he told her, his eyes twinkling with laughter. “Henry
Moses was a notorious rake in the early eighteenth century. His
ability to bed chambermaids and scullery maids was legendary. It
caused enough scandal to keep the ton during that time entertained
with juicy details. He was also a pirate. So he appeared to be the so
called respectable gentleman during the day and one who resorted to
pillaging at night. And to make it even worse he did not need the
money, he was in it for the thrill.”

Amani felt a shiver
of apprehension as she realized that he was actually talking about
her! “Was he ever caught?” she asked him casually, as she
leaned back against the chair and sipped her wine.

“Eventually,”
Liam said with a grin. “But he was not imprisoned for long. The
family had connections and the ear of the king.” He studied her
for a moment. “I have been doing all the talking, how did you
accomplish that?”

“I have a
feeling that it is all you,” she told him lightly. “You
are a great conversationalist.”

He ran a long
well-manicured finger along the moisture at the side of the glass
before looking at her. “I want to be honest with you.”
“I
would like that,” she said, inclining her head.

“I really like
you.”
“I like you too,” she told him frankly. In
fact she had not expected to like him so much and had thought him to
be just another handsome face! But he was more, God help her, he was
so much more!

“I also want to
make love to you.”

“Why doesn’t
that surprise me?” She deliberately made her tone amused even
though she could feel the pull of attraction at his words.

“You are an
exceptionally beautiful woman and I am attracted to beauty,” he
told her lazily.

“And whatever
you want you happen to get,” she guessed.

He inclined his head.
“I have a feeling that you are going to make me work for what I
want.”

She finished sipping
the wine and leaned forward onto the table. “What if I tell you
that I have no intention of going to bed with you?”

He frowned at her and
then laughed. “Then I would have to ask you why and tell you
that I don’t believe you.”

“Because you
have never met a woman who can resist you?’

He inclined his head
without answering.

“You can have
any woman you want Liam, why would you want to work hard to get a
woman who does not want to tumble into bed with you?”

His expression
cleared as he stared at her! “Are you a lesbian?”

Amani stared in shock
at the question and then burst out laughing, throwing back her head
to expose her long neck and the hollow of her throat. “You
certainly give the word arrogance a whole new meaning! Because I do
not want to go to bed with you, then I must be gay?” She shook
her head.

“How else would
you explain it?” His smile was wide as he stared at her. He
really did like her and was prepared to spend the time to break down
her resistance, however long it took. He had never met a woman who
refused him before and he was intrigued, even if he was a little
stymied by it. She had to be attracted to him or what was she doing
there in the first place?

“You are bored
and you are looking for something to occupy your time.”

“I have plenty
to occupy my time darling,” he told her. He put away his glass
and took her slender hands in his, studying the manicured nails for a
moment. “I am prepared to turn up the wattage on my charms.”

“I thought you
were already doing so.” She felt a tingle as his fingers moved
over her palms. She had lied to him when she said she was not feeling
anything, but she could not let him know that! It was too soon and
she had every intention of roping him in before she made her next
move. She turned her wrist and realized to her surprise that it was
almost 11pm! “I have to go.”
“Already?” He
sounded very disappointed and refused to let go of her hands. “I
was thinking that we could take a stroll along the shore.”

“So that you
can take me into your arms and kiss me?”

He gave a wolfish
grin. “Something like that. Unless you are afraid of falling
under my spell.”

She gave his hands a
squeeze before pulling away from him and getting to her feet. “That
never usually works for me.” 


He got to his feet
and came to stand next her, helping her with her jacket, his fingers
lingering on her soft skin. “I am very disappointed Amani,”
he whispered.

“I am sure you
are.” She ignored the tremors of her body and forced herself to
remain casual. He turned her to face him.

“What can I do
to change your mind?”

“Nothing.”
She lifted a hand and placed it on his chest, feeling the muscles
flex. “But you can try and work your magic by asking me out
again.”

“I am having a
summer fling on my yacht next Saturday. How about coming as my guest
and bringing a swimsuit or maybe no swimsuit at all?”

“Will there be
other people there?”
“Unfortunately, yes,” he
said with a woeful sigh that had her smiling. “But I can take
you into the master suite where we would be assured the utmost
privacy,” he added hopefully.

“So you would
try to seduce me right there with people all over the boat?”

“You are
right,” he admitted. “When I seduce you I want it to be
just us. So you see you will be safe if you come to the party.”
“I
will let you know.” She slid her hand up and around his neck
and his heart slammed into his chest when she touched her lips
briefly to his. His hands slid around her waist with the intention of
deepening the kiss but to his maddening frustration she slipped out
of his arms. “I will call you,” she told him. 


With a wave of her
hand she wove her way between the tables as he stood there looking
after her. He chuckled softly as he realized that their positions had
been switched. She was the one holding the winning hand and he was
the one left with a pair of nothings in his hands!

*****

“Darling you
are not doing justice to my excellent cooking,” Hanson said
reprovingly as he sat around the table. It was their usual Thursday
night dinner and Amani had almost told him that she did not want to
attend, but she knew him well enough to know that he would make an
issue out of it. 


Liam had called her
two nights ago to talk, but had tried to coax her into going for a
ride with him. She refused, realizing with alarm that she had wanted
to say yes! 


“What’s
on your mind?”

“I have been
invited to a party on Liam’s yacht tomorrow,” she said
softly.

“You already
told me that.” He looked at her closely. “You are going
of course.”

Amani shrugged. “I
do not want to get too personally involved Hanson and I am wondering
how to step up the game. What time frame are we looking at?”

“No time frame
at all. The client is willing to wait until we get it done. So you
can take your time.” His light blue eyes searched her face.
“You went to dinner with him last Saturday and only gave me a
cursory amount of details. How was it really?”

“It was
exciting as you would expect. Liam Moses knows how to really make a
woman feel wanted, no wonder women fall at his feet.”

“Are you one of
them?” Hanson asked her shrewdly.

Amani laughed
self-consciously as she reached for her glass of wine. “It’s
just a job for me, Hanson.”

“So you say
darling, but you look as if you want it to be much more than that.
Liam Moses is a connoisseur of beautiful things darling and you are
an exceptionally beautiful woman whom he is obligated to make his own
for a very short time. You know his history.”

“I know what I
am doing.”

“You like him.”

Amani shrugged. “He
is easy to talk to.”

“And I have a
feeling that this is the first time Liam Moses ever had 'just
conversation' with a woman.” Hanson’s tone was amused.
“He has broken more hearts than any man I have ever heard about
and I need to warn you not to be taken over by his charms. He is an
expert at getting what he wants darling and now that he has decided
that he wants you, he is not going to stop at anything to get you.”

“I am not a
damned novice!” she snapped. But she knew that he was stating a
fact. She had watched him throughout the evening and had been drawn
in by his stories and his smooth charm. She had almost given in to
his desire for them to go walking along the shore, even though she
had seen it for what it was: a ploy to get her into his arms and
possibly into his bed! But she had wanted to feel his lips on hers
even though she knew the kind of man he was! She had come home that
night and relived the evening, closing her eyes and seeing his
classically handsome face and penetrating gray eyes. She had
remembered how his strong, close-shaven jaw felt against her palm and
when she had touched her lips to his she had found herself wanting
more! 


“I know you are
not.” Hanson said quietly. “Just keep in mind that this
is a job like any other.”

*****

“Liam darling!”


A familiar voice
gushed as he made his way swiftly into the modern art museum. He had
a meeting with the curator about the paintings the trust had decided
to loan to the museum for an extended period. He was running a little
late but the eager curator had told him that he would wait for him to
get there. He stopped and turned to look at the beautiful brunette
coming his way. Alexa Coleman was the wife of a business associate
who had been trying to get him into her bed for the past year without
success. Liam adored women but he had one unwritten rule: he did not
mess around with other men’s wives and that was that, no matter
the appeal.

“Alexa,”
he inclined his head and waited for her to come up to him. 


“I have not
seen you in ages,” she purred as she placed a hand on his arm. 


“I have seen
Robert around several times.”

“I have been in
Europe for the past two weeks but I am back now and I am hoping that
we could have dinner.”

He gently removed her
hand from his arm and stepped back. “I have a meeting that I am
late for.”

“Will you call
me at least?”

“It’s not
going to happen between us Alexa and you know why.”

“If you just
say the word, I will divorce Robert in a minute.”

“I doubt that,”
he said dryly. But it was not in him to leave a woman without a
favorable thought, that’s why he added, “If things were
different…”

“For a
beautiful man like you, it pains me to see that you have this
ridiculous scruple.” She pouted.

“One that I
live by.” He gave her his charming smile, turned and walked
away swiftly. Alexa stared after him, the regret evident in her gaze,
before she turned and walked in the opposite direction.

*****

“Hi,” 


“Liam?”

“I am just
walking out of the modern art museum and thought that I should give
you a call. There is a new exhibit that is being showcased next
Wednesday and I was thinking that we could go together.”

“We are already
seeing each other tomorrow Liam,” Amani reminded him.

“How else am I
supposed to work on getting you into my bed if I do not get to see
you?” he asked plaintively.

“That’s
what I really like about you Liam, you are nothing if not honest,”
she told him dryly.

“I want honesty
between us darling,” he told her teasingly.

“I will let you
know,” she told him.

“I cannot wait
to see you tomorrow. How about coming by early in the morning so I
can show you around?”

“I think I
will.”

“See you
tomorrow darling.”





Chapter 4

Liam could not
believe how anxious he was to see her! He had spent the night on the
yacht and made sure that everything was in perfect order for the
party later on, but most of all he wanted to impress her. He had
resisted the urge to call her last night, telling himself that he was
behaving like a damned schoolboy with his first crush! He had not had
a crush since he was in kindergarten, when he had fallen headlong in
love with his teacher, a slim young woman with a mass of dark brown
hair. He had told his parents that he had every intention of marrying
Ms. Kirkpatrick when he got older and had spent the entire year
bringing her little gifts that he had taken from home, only to be
returned by her as soon as she saw his parents. He had been crushed
when she had gotten married the next year and had cried in his
mother’s arms. He looked back and laughed as he remembered that
time! Now for the first time in his life he was feeling something
other than lust for a woman and he could not believe it! He strolled
along the upper deck and watched as the caterers finished setting up
for the party. Liam admired the sleek lines of the boat that he had
named ‘The Lorelei’ after his sister. He had hoped that
she would have been around longer, but she had gone to Europe and had
told him just yesterday that she was having a whale of a time! He had
warned her about the European men and told her to stay away from
them.

“Darling you
are one to talk,” she had told him with a laugh and she was
right! He was hardly one to talk about self-control when he did not
hold himself back from having a woman if he wanted her. He had
instructed the crew members to watch out for Amani and to have
someone bring her on the upper deck. The dark blue water of the pool
glistened in the brilliant sunlight and he was hoping to have a
private swim with her before the crowd descended on them. He went to
sit at one of the tables and was served the delicious coffee kept on
board, as well as some fresh strawberries. He did not remember to ask
Amani to come by for breakfast, but he was waiting in case she did
just that!

He was on his second
cup when he saw her approaching. He put away his cup, got to his feet
and walked slowly towards her. She was wearing a white bikini top
that looked startling against her skin! A colorful shawl was wrapped
around her slender waist and Liam felt his heart slamming against his
ribs as he walked towards her. 


“I was just
thinking about you and here you are,” his voice was seductive,
his eyes warm as he stared at her. He took the bag from her shoulder
and put it on one of the lounge chairs, before taking her hands in
his. “How about having breakfast with me?’

“I would love
that,” she murmured, concentrating on his face and not on the
way the sleeveless shirt clung to his muscles. He had shorts on and
she had noticed the hairs on his muscular legs. His hair was mussed
by the wind. He took her hand and pulled it through his arm as he led
her to the table he had just vacated. A crew member dressed in white
came forward to take their order. He waited until the man had left
before he leaned forward. Taking her chin between his fingers he
lowered his head to hers slowly. Everything inside Amani's head
screamed for her to stop him, but she could not. His lips touched
hers lightly, teasing hers, his breath fanning her and sending the
shivers racing up and down her spine. Her eyes closed as she waited
for him to deepen the kiss, her lips parting in anticipation, but
apart from touching his tongue to hers lightly, he pulled back and
released her.

“Later,”
he whispered huskily, his eyes on her parted lips.

She did not respond
and was grateful when their breakfast arrived just then. He talked to
her lightly about general things but they both could feel the sexual
tension emanating from their bodies! He told her about the museum
pieces that the trust, which had been set up by his family, donated
or loaned out to museums all over the world.

“You are in
charge of the trust?”

“Mother is
actually, but I am the one who has the last say about what goes
where.” He had finished his meal of scrambled eggs and bacon
and was leaning back in his chair drinking his coffee, his long
tanned legs with the dark hairs lying against the skin stretched
forward. He looked like what he was, a very wealthy man who had been
born into the extreme wealth of old money, which give him the
confidence and authority that had surely been in his family for
generations. He just had to want something to get it. Amani realized
the truth of that and felt a dart of fear for what she was planning
on doing to him. Liam Moses had the power to make her suffer if she
was ever discovered, in more ways than one!

“Amani?” 


She shook her head as
she realized that he had said something to her that she was supposed
to respond to.

“I am sorry,
what was it?”

“I was asking
you what you did for a living.”

Amani took her time
before answering. She had always stayed away from questions like
these to minimize the need to lie, but she realized that she was
going to be required to respond. “I work at the art gallery a
few days a week when I am not traveling,” she told him
truthfully. He was going to go there looking for her when this was
all over and Hanson would tell him that she had taken off, which
would throw the suspicion off him. 


“You like to
travel?”

“I like new
experiences and I try to go to a different place when I can.”

“What’s
your favorite place to be?” he asked her.

“St. Tropez,”
she told him immediately. “I like the picturesque village and
the sound of the water when I take a walk along the shore.”

“My favorite
place is Trinidad and Tobago,” he surprised her by saying. “I
am a big calypso fan.”

“I would never
have guessed,” she told him with a laugh.

“There is more
to me than meets the eyes.”

“I am beginning
to see that.” Their eyes met and held for a moment before she
looked away.

“Why are you
not in a relationship?” 


The question threw
her and had her turning her head back to look at him. “No
particular reason.”

“Were you in a
difficult one?”

She started to answer
flippantly but changed her mind at the interested look in his eyes.
“No,” she told him honestly. “It was not satisfying
enough and I think life is too short for me to waste time with
someone who does nothing for me.”

“So you are
looking for long term?”

She shrugged.
“Eventually.”

He put away his cup
and stared at her for a moment. “You know my reputation.”

“Who doesn’t?”
she asked with lifted brows.

“I cannot
promise long term.”

She leaned against
the table and smiled at him in amusement. “I am not asking for
any sort of relationship, Liam. We are just hanging out.”

“Surely you do
not believe that?” he scoffed.

“It is what it
is,” she told him firmly. “I know your reputation and
would be stupid to go into anything with you.”

“Are you afraid
of getting your heart broken?” he asked her lightly.

“Maybe.”

“I promise to
take great care of your heart.”

“Don’t
make promises you cannot keep.” She pushed back her chair and
got to her feet.

“Now how about
that tour?”

He insisted on
holding her hand as they made their way to the lower deck where he
pointed out and identified the different rooms. There was cause for
concern on her part when he took her to his suite, a lavishly
equipped room decorated in the palest ivory and an adjoining bath,
larger than her room and bathroom combined. She had started to make
her way out of the cabin when he pulled her into his arms, his hands
spanning her small waist, his fingers caressing her skin. He loosened
the scarf around her waist and the flimsy material dropped to the
floor, giving him a full view of the curves outlined against the
flimsy bikini. 


“So beautiful,”
he whispered as his hands moved up to cup her full breasts, the
nipples hardening at his touch.

“Liam-“

“Please don’t
tell me to stop.” His hands drifted up to cup her cheeks, his
thumbs wandering over the smooth skin. “I want to kiss you
Amani and I also want to make love to you, but I am not going to
until you are ready.” He bent his head and his lips brushed
softly against hers. Amani held herself rigid, trying to fight the
undeniable desire she was feeling. Her hands lifted to brace against
his chest, at first to push him away and then to press her fingers
against the warmth she could feel through the thin shirt. Her lips
parted involuntarily and his tongue darted in slowly, drugging her
senses as he ventured in even more. Her senses screamed out that she
should stop and remember her objective. He was a job, and after she
finished she would be gone and would never see him again. But as his
lips moved against hers she found herself responding in ways she had
never done before. His mouth slashed against her with the expertise
he had practiced throughout the years and before long she found
herself moving closer to him, her hands going around his neck, her
fingers linking before trailing along the back of his neck, her
starved body responding to his touch like never before! With her
breast pressing against his chest Liam felt the raw desire exploding
inside his body. When his tongue plunged into her mouth he felt a
fierce heat darting through his body with an intensity that defied
description! Amani was so caught up in the passion that she had no
idea he had loosened the knot of her bikini top, exposing her breast
to his seeking hands. Her body arched as his thumbs caressed the
tight buds, sending spasms of desire through her body! Something in
her brain was screaming for her to push him away but she could not do
so, she could not feel anything except the fire and heat racing along
her churning body. He dragged his mouth from hers and bending his
head he took a nipple inside his mouth, his hands drawing her closer
so she could feel his burgeoning desire. It was when his body started
pressing her back against the bed that reason surfaced and she found
the energy and the resolve to push him away from her! She avoided his
hands as they reached for her and shakily tied the strings of her
bikini around her neck. “Back off Liam,” she warned as he
continued to stalk her.

“Why?”
His voice was husky, and it took all of his will power not to pull
her into his arms and ravish her. She wanted him, of that he was
sure, so he had no idea why she was denying them both!

“Because I am
not going to become one of your many conquests,” she told him
firmly, as she knotted the material around her waist, her hands
trembling slightly. She should not have come! She thought furiously.
She had underestimated his expertise in getting any woman he wanted
and overestimated her ability to be able to resist him. It would not
happen again!

“You would not
be.” He told her quietly. Christ! He was still hard and he
wanted her so badly that he could feel it in every fiber of his body!

“Why? Because I
am special?”

“You are.”
He closed his eyes briefly before continuing. “You are the
first woman I have ever wanted to talk to so much-“

“Do you realize
how that sounds?”

He raked a hand
through his dark hair, messing it up even more as he stared at her.
”You want me too,” he pointed out.

“I also want a
chalet in Switzerland but I know my limitations.”

“I could buy
you one,” he said half-jokingly. He lifted his head as he heard
voices and knew that people had started to come aboard. He resented
the intrusion for the first time in his life and wished he had more
time to convince her that they needed to be together.

“Your guests
are starting to arrive.” Her voice had cooled somewhat and a
mask had dropped over her exquisite features. He had a feeling that
he would not be getting anywhere with her right now. Maybe later, but
not now!

“Shall we?”
He stretched out a hand which she ignored as she walked in front of
him and out of the cabin. He had hoped to keep her by his side for
the rest of the day but she avoided him much to his amused annoyance.
She was not uncomfortable with the crowd of selected people from his
society that were gathered there. She seemed to fit in with the
celebrities and the people from high society who were mingling
around, laughing and talking and enjoying the enormous amount of
sumptuous food that was being served. At one point he saw her
splashing in the pool with a well-known movie star and he felt the
unfamiliar pull of jealousy as he watched the man wrapped his arms
around her waist as they surfaced. He was friends with Derek
Mullings, but he wanted to put his hands around the man’s
throat and choke the life out of him for touching her! What the hell
was wrong with him? To prove to her and to himself that he had not
completely lost his senses he gave in to the requests of a persistent
blonde he was seeing a few months ago and went with her into the
pool, his arm draped around her waist. But Amani either had not
noticed him or did not care. How could she behave like this after
what they had shared inside his cabin? Suddenly he could not stand
the incessant chatter of the woman at his side and with a disgusted
sigh he left her in the pool and hauled himself to the side, his
brooding eyes following the woman who was tormenting his mind and
body. The swim suit was soaking wet and highlighted her breasts,
outlining the nipples, the very nipples that had been inside his
mouth. With an impatient sound deep inside his throat he left the
pool and went to his suite to change out of his wet swimwear, pulling
on tan shorts and a yellow t-shirt. His heart slammed inside his
chest as he saw the woman draped across his bed, but he stifled his
annoyance and disappointment when he realized that it was not her. “I
don’t remember inviting you in here, Cheryl,” he said
calmly as he ran his fingers through his wet hair.

“I never
usually need an invitation.” She had taken off the top of her
bikini and her small white breasts were exposed.

“You do now,”
he told her pointedly. “Get out.”

“Darling you
are being mean and that is not you,” she whispered as she
climbed off the bed and started to shimmy out of her bikini bottom.
He walked over swiftly to stop her and that was how Amani saw them.
Her eyes took in the scene and he saw the contempt on her beautiful
face. 


“Sorry for
interrupting.” She turned and left swiftly.

Swearing beneath his
breath he left the almost naked woman standing there and caught up
with her just as she had grabbed her bag and was heading out. “Please
let me explain.”

“You don’t
owe me any explanation,” she told him coolly, trying to pull
away from him. But he held fast. 


“I came out
from putting my clothes on to find her on the bed. I thought it was
you at first-“

She laughed, the
sound brittle even to her own ears. “You thought I had changed
my mind and decided to pick up where we left off?”

“Yes dammit!
And I was angry when I saw you with Derek. He had his hands all over
you.”

She lifted her head
and stared at him in amusement. “You were jealous?”

He dropped his hands
as he stared at her. “I don’t get jealous.”

“So after one
kiss you think you own me? Is that it?”

“Dammit I was
jealous!” he admitted tightly. “How could you let him
touch you after –” he broke off and plunged agitated
fingers through his curling hair.

She turned to leave
and he grabbed her arm. He was neglecting his guests but he could not
bear the thought of leaving. “Come to me later!” he
urged. “I have an apartment uptown-“

“No,” she
told him decisively. “I already told you my position on the
matter Liam and it has not changed.”

“What is it
going to take to show you how serious I am?” he demanded
imperiously.

“I will let you
know when I am there.” She pulled her arm away.

“I need to see
you again, Amani.” He called after her.

She turned and looked
at him. “Call me later.”

*****

This was the time she
wished she had female friends! She drove around restlessly and
stopped at the mall, wandering into various stores. She had changed
in her car and was wearing a snug pair of fitted denims with a black
t-shirt. Her hair was already dry and she had slid her fingers
through the short strands to give it some semblance of order. She
could not go to Hanson because he would take one look at her and know
that she had gotten involved! She stepped into a lingerie store and
shook her head as the eager sales assistant started forward. He had
kissed her and she had been lost. She did not doubt that it was due
mostly to the fact that he was an expert in the art of lovemaking. He
had had years to hone his skills in that department and he had used
it on her, and to her shame she had responded. She was going to have
to come up with a way to not be so affected but she had a feeling
that it was too late. She could always tell Hanson that she was going
to call it off because she did not have the heart to continue, but
knowing him he would press her until he got the truth out of her.
Knowing him, he had already taken a percentage of the money from the
client, which meant she was stuck! She owed him too much and she had
promised that she would pull off this one job and be done with it!
She fingered a rich lace teddy and considered buying it and watching
Liam’s reaction as she stood before him wearing only the skimpy
material. She put it aside firmly and walked out of the store,
heading straight to her car in the parking lot. She was going home to
drown herself in several glasses of wine and then go to bed. She was
sitting in the car when her phone rang. She looked at the screen and
closed her eyes in defeat. “I said later –”

“I know.”
His deep voice caused the shiver to run up and down her spine. “I
miss you and I wanted to assure you again that nothing happened in
the cabin. I know that you said that you don’t want anything to
happen between us Amani, but for the life of me I cannot get you out
of my head and I want you to think about that.”

“Do me a
favor.”

“Anything.”

“Just let us
hang out for a bit and see where it goes. I cannot handle anything
right now, Liam.”

He sighed. “I
am not going to stop trying Amani.”

“It’s the
thrill of the chase, Liam.”

“Maybe,”
he agreed. “But I know that I want you and I am not going to
stop.”

“I am sure you
won’t,” she said with a breezy laugh. “It’s
not who you are.”

“How about
going to the museum opening with me on Wednesday?”

“I will let you
know.” She hung up from him and sat there staring at nothing.
She had a feeling that this was going to be hardest job she was ever
going to do!





Chapter 5

Amani stared at the
paper in dismay. She had made the society pages again! An over
zealous reporter had snapped their pictures as they sat together
talking at the art gallery. He had also managed to snap another one
of Liam holding her elbow and looking down at her in an intimate
manner along with photos of the other people who had been gathered
there for the party on Saturday. The story read: Entitled
multi-billionaire collector of beautiful things including women seen
here with a mysterious African American beauty who seems to be his
latest love interest by the way he is looking at her! Sources reveal
that her name is Amani Smith and the two has also been to dinner at
the well-known restaurant: The Water Shack…

Amani folded the
paper and put it back on Hanson’s desk, too dismayed and
disgusted to read more. “I cannot go to that museum opening
with him on Wednesday.” She walked over to one of the
comfortable chairs and sat there, crossing her long legs. He had been
calling her and she had been avoiding his calls, but very soon she
would have to answer him – just not now! She had spent Sunday
night turning restlessly on her bed as her mind went unbidden to the
moments spent inside his arms and her reactions to his mouth on her
body. The situation was getting out of control and aside from telling
Hanson that she was no longer able to carry through with it, she had
no idea what to do next! “I should not have gone to that damned
party on his yacht!”

Hanson studied her
for a moment, his light blue eyes scrutinizing her exquisite features
and noticing the frown between her tapered brows. “He is on the
hook, the only thing you have to do is reel him in. I am surprised he
has not asked you back to his apartment yet.”

Amani laughed
briefly. “He invited me to the apartment in town where he takes
the women he is interested in.”

“You are
getting closer. All you have to do is continue playing along for a
few more times and you will achieve your objective.”

Amani got to her feet
abruptly, her movement restless as she wandered over to the window.
The sun was still high in the sky even though it was almost seven,
and the slight breeze was stirring the leaves of the maple tree in
the parking lot below. Mystique Gallery was situated in the middle of
a circular piece of property and located conveniently in the center
of a bustling uptown area. Hanson had used the money he had inherited
from an aunt, along with the questionable earnings he had gotten from
the items he had had stolen throughout the years, from the very
people he socialized with, to turned the gallery into a thriving one.
The view from his second-floor office was spectacular, affording the
mesmerizing look of bright splashes of flowers from a nearby park,
and further along a scenic look of the harbor where gently swaying
boats dotted the body of water . It looked peaceful and serene, and
had always managed to soothe Amani’s nerves, but not now! Now
the emotions swirling inside her body were unlike anything she had
ever experienced before. If she allowed herself to be alone with
Liam, she was definitely going to succumb to his expertise as a
well-documented lover! And when that happened it will be all over for
her! 


“Amani?”
Hanson’s voice broke into her reverie and had her turning to
face him.

“I am going to
have to curtail future meetings to somewhere private and try and keep
out of the camera.” She took a deep breath. “With that in
mind I won’t be able to go to the museum with him.” She
had no idea how disappointed she sounded but Hanson heard it.
“You
could go by yourself.” He suggested.

She shook her head
immediately. “A reporter will be bound to recognize me.”

He started to say
something, but her phone rang just then. She fished it out of her
pocket and closed her eyes briefly as she recognized the number.
“It’s him,” she whispered just before she answered.


“Darling you
have been avoiding me.” His deep voice was light, but she heard
the puzzled note. “Have I done something to offend you?”

“If persistence
is an offense, then I have to say yes.” She turned her back to
Hanson and walked over to the window. “I have been busy.”

“Too busy to
return my calls?”

“What do you
want, Liam?”

“You. Isn’t
it obvious to you by now?” His deep voice had dropped suddenly,
and the seductive tone played on her nerve endings.

“That’s
too damned bad!” she muttered, feeling her heart increase its
pace. “I asked you to slow things down, Liam.”

He sighed at that.
“Okay darling, you win. Slow it is, but I need to see you. Are
you coming on Wednesday?”

“No.” 


“Why not?”
he demanded imperiously.

“I know you are
not used to women having a mind of their own as far as you are
concerned, Liam. But I happen to have one and I do not owe you an
explanation.”

The silence went on
for so long that Amani wondered if he was going to say anything.

“Suit
yourself!” he told her curtly before hanging up the phone!
Amani listened to the dial tone in shock, before removing the phone
from her ear and turning back to Hanson. 


“He hung up on
me.”

“So I gather.”

“I don’t
think he is going to call me again.”

Hanson looked at her
in amusement. “Oh, he is going to call you again darling! He is
going to cool his heels for a couple of days and brood about the
difficulty he is having where you are concerned, and then he is going
to tell himself that he is better off without you. Then he is going
to go to one of the many eager women who are ready to fall into his
arms but he is not going to be able to get you out of his mind, so
that is not going to work. When he discovers that, he is going to
call you and insist on seeing you.”

Amani eyed him wryly.
“You seem to be quite an expert in all this.”

“I am.”
Hanson waved a slender hand in a desultory manner. “I used to
date a Liam when I was much younger. He was not as wealthy and
certainly not as gorgeous as your Liam, but handsome and really well
aware of his charms. I realized that in order to get him to notice me
I was going to have to play by my rules and not his.”

“So what did
you do?”

“Even though I
was eager to become his, I pretended like mad that I did not find him
in the least bit desirable. I would flirt with all and sundry and
pretended that he was not there. I piqued his interest. When he
started to notice me, I gave him only a casual and slightly
disdainful hint of my attention, and that made him more interested.
Then when he asked me out, I went with him and I was charming and
flirtatious but nothing more. By the fourth date he was stymied and
frustrated!”

“Then?”
Amani had gone over to the chair she had abandoned and sat down, her
eyes bright with curiosity. Hanson had never revealed his love
interests to her or to anyone, and she had always suspected that it
was because he was a very private person and also because of what he
did for a living.

Hanson smiled at her
and leaning back in his high back chair as he said whimsically. “He
told me he never wanted to see me again and I told him that was fine
with me. I walked away from him without a backward look, all the time
wanting to turn back and fling myself into his strong muscular arms!”

“But you did
not.”

“No, instead I
went back home and cried myself to sleep. He did not call me for a
week, and I contemplated trampling my pride and calling him but
before I could do so he called me and said he wanted to see me.”

“What did you
do?”

“Oh, I was cool
and controlled and told him that I would think about it.”

Amani stared at the
suave and sophisticated man in front of her and laughed. “Then
what happened?”

“He called me
the next day and I told him I had thought about it and I would go out
with him.”

“What happened
to him?”

Hanson took a deep
breath and closed his eyes for a moment. “The relationship
lasted for two glorious years and then he died.”

Amani looked at him
in horror. “Oh, Hanson I am so sorry!”

He nodded with a grim
smile. “He was the love of my life, but Toby was promiscuous
and careless. He had full blown Aids shortly after we had been
together, and it shortened his lifespan.”

“But you don’t
–”

“Even though I
was madly in love with him, I insisted that we always used
protection, so I was spared the unpleasantness of catching that
disease.” His eyes brightened with tears and he lowered his
lids to hide it from her. “That was thirty years ago, and I
have not been able to love anyone the way I loved him.”

Amani sat there in
silence for a moment, waiting for the man to regain his composure,
her mind reeling! She had never known that about him and she had
lived with him for years!

“So, you are
saying that I should behave casually when he calls me again? And I
should believe that he is going to call?” she asked him
lightly, wanting to steer him away from his depressing memories.

He laughed suddenly.
“Exactly darling. He won’t be able to help himself!”

*****

Liam invited someone
else to the opening and he made sure they were both captured on
camera. His arm draped intimately around the stunning blonde’s
waist, his dark head bent to her as if he was imparting something of
great importance and titillating enough to cause the woman to lift
her perfectly made up face to his, a delighted smile on her lips! He
had given her an unwitting invitation that he was perfectly willing
to take her to his bed as soon as the function had ended. He further
cemented it when he kept her at his side as he made his rounds
through the museum that his family’s money had outfitted,
including the paintings that had been loaned to the museum for an
indefinite period of time. His mother was making the rounds as well,
her polite smile touching all she came into contact with. A number of
the men from his club and their wives were also present, and as soon
as Liam saw the distinctly beautiful African American women who made
news everywhere they went, his mind flashed back to Amani and he felt
the unfamiliar piercing of his heart. He deliberately shook it off
and turned his dazzling charms to the woman clinging to his arm, even
though he was getting decidedly bored with her agreeing to everything
he said and gazing at him as if he was her treasured possession!
Amani would have been debating the merits of the dazzling sapphire
that was enclosed in a glass case and highly fortified with enough
sensors to give credit to an entire building! She would not have been
clinging to his arm like a damned limpet! She would be having a
conversation with him, maybe arguing with him – he shook his
head and concentrated fiercely on what the Mayor was saying to him.
The former First Lady was also present, and he smiled at her
pleasantly before disengaging himself from Angela to go and get
himself a drink of champagne and some less suffocating company. It
had been two days since he had hung up on her. He had waited for her
to call him back, but she had not done so, and he had no intention of
calling her back either. He was not in the habit of running after a
woman and he was not going to start with her!

He sipped the
champagne moodily and frowned as he noticed that Angela was making
her way purposefully towards him. Thinking quickly, he walked over to
Amber who was standing with Leesa and Kelly and pulled her next to
him, his hand sliding around her waist. “I know that Adam is
your friend honey but as much as he likes you, he is not going to be
happy to see your arm around me.”

Liam grinned at the
rest of the women and kept his arm around her waist. “I needed
rescuing and you were the person nearest to me. And I am a little
intimidated by Kane,” he added, grinning at Kelly.

“You need
rescuing from the empty-headed blonde who had been attached to you
like an extension of your other arm?” Leesa asked him dryly.
“Darling I thought she was your latest fling?” She gave
the woman coming towards them a hard stare that had her turning back
the way she came.

“No wonder
Bradley is so intimidated by you,” Liam said with a roguish
grin, as he bent and kissed the top of Amber’s head. She pushed
him away from her and with a bow he started to move away. “I
have to go and clean up the mess I made.” With a salute he
sauntered away leaving the three women staring after his tuxedo clad
figure. 


“Were our
husbands ever that impossible?” Kelly wondered.

“Mine was,”
Amber said with a slight smile as she looked for him. He was standing
next to a case holding a glittering tiara, matching earrings and a
necklace with a large oval diamond pendant suspended around dazzling
platinum. He was talking to his father, as well as Kane and Bradley.
He looked up and caught her eyes. Lifting his champagne glass in a
silent toast, his eyes wandered over her face with an expression of
so much love and possessiveness that it had her catching her breath!
She could not believe she was married to that incredibly beautiful
man standing well over six feet tall and that he belonged to her
exclusively. “You know what they say about reformed rakes…”

*****

Amani paced the
length of her living room, restlessly. If he did not call, she was
going to have to call him and that would put the ball entirely in his
court and change the game plan. She had seen the pictures of the
museum opening and had seen him cozy up with that beautiful blonde.
He had moved on from her. Whatever it was that had been between them
was finished and she would never get another chance with him again.
She refused to acknowledge the voice whispering inside her head that
it was not just the job that she was concerned about.

It was Friday night
and he still had not called her. She had told Hanson that it was a
job to her, but the truth of the matter was: she was attracted to him
in the worst way, which did not surprise her considering who he was.
Liam Moses attracted women like moths to a very dangerous flame. He
was not only incredibly handsome, but he was charming and apparently
he knew how to make a woman feel needed. When he had kissed her in
that cabin, he had brought out feelings that she never knew existed
and that was the main reason she had ran! She could not afford to get
involved, knowing what she had planned for him. And she could not get
involved with him knowing that she would probably last a month or
less. He had a problem committing and that was not her concern,
because even in normal circumstances she was not in Liam’s
league. He was an extremely wealthy man with an impeccable bloodline
and wealth dating back hundreds of years. She was a ‘nobody’
with parents she had never met before. She was a product of two
people who had created her and never saw it fit to raise her. She had
no idea what the circumstances had been, but she certainly knew that
she could never give birth to a child and leave it at the mercy of
the state. She had spent her first fifteen years in group homes,
enduring the pain being passed over for adoption and feeling the
sting of rejection over and over again! Over the years she had put on
an act, like she did not give a crap that she was never adopted. Her
own parents had not wanted her, so why would complete strangers want
to have anything to do with her! She had become belligerent and hard,
hiding extreme hurt beneath a very hard and cynical shell. She had
learned to be one of the ‘guys’, demanding to be taught
how to do illegal things, and she had been a very fast learner. They
had gone from wanting to get into her pants to relying completely on
her. When she was experienced enough, she had decided to do things on
her own. She hated groups anyway and was only really comfortable on
her own. When Hanson had ‘rescued’ her she had decided
that she was done with living in a home and would be going out on her
own. She had saved up enough money to do so and had already made the
decision. When she had gone to live with Hanson, it had taken a long
time, and numerous sarcastic comments from him, to get her to open up
to him. And even so, she still kept a part of herself closed off. She
did not believe in the comradery of ‘girlfriends’, and
even though she had several of them in high school and college, she
never revealed any secrets and had severed all connections to them as
soon as she had graduated. With their proper lives and coming from
their proper homes, they did not have anything in common with her and
she was not about to share confidences with them. She had a past she
did not know about and her present life was not up for discussion.
She was a con artist who had lived in a group home and had been
raised by a con man who was also gay. She was anything but normal and
she had a feeling that if she shared anything with anyone of the
proper women she had gone to college with, they would have shunned
her immediately! The same thing had happened when she got involved
with Troy in college. He had been a nice enough guy with an intense
way about him, but he had started to get too serious and curious
about her past.

“You do not
reveal anything about yourself Amani,” he had accused her six
months after they had started seeing each other. 


She had never taken
him home to meet Hanson, even though he had begged her to let him
meet her parents, as he wanted her to meet his. She had seen his
parents come on campus. Middle aged white people who wore discreetly
expensive clothes. She knew that Troy, being an only child, was their
pride and joy. She had made the decision after that to break it off
with him and when he had demanded an explanation, she had told him
that he was too preppy for her. She had seen him weeks after that
with a brunette, pre-med student and they looked happy together. It
had broken her heart a little bit, but she knew it had been for the
best. She had sworn to herself that she would never enter into
another relationship again, not until she had found someone whom she
could really and truly confides in, and someone who would love her in
spite of her past and what she did! But then she had met Marcus, the
tall and very attractive African American man who had stopped her as
she was about to leave the bar she was having a drink at before
heading home. They had started talking and he told her that she was
the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. One thing led to another
and they had gone back to his apartment where he had made love to her
and she had stayed until morning. Then she had discovered that he was
a cop, so she ended it a few weeks later without an explanation. She
had spent weeks talking herself out of calling him back because she
had really liked him! With an abrupt laugh she headed for the kitchen
to pour herself a glass of wine to take into the bedroom with her.
Liam’s problem was for another day.





Chapter 6

“You win.”
The deep voice over the phone was very abrupt and for a moment Amani
did not respond. It had been almost two weeks since he had hung up on
her and she had been contemplating calling him, but had managed to
resist the temptation. She was in the gallery dealing with a client
when he called. Signaling to one of the others, she walked over to
one of the seats at the corner of the room to take the call, her
heart hammering when she saw who it was!

“Pardon me?”

“You win
darling,” his tone was scathing and played on her nerves. “You
have done what you set out to do, wanting you has become the focal
point of my life and I have called to tell you that you have won.”

“You arrogant,
conceited –”

“Be careful
darling,” he interrupted her caustically. “Winning does
not give you the right to talk to me however you please.”

“Go to hell!”
she told him succinctly and hung up the phone. Amani closed her eyes
and forced the trembling from her limbs. This time he was not going
to call her back and she had just blown her chance again! She sat
there and smiled at several people who came into the gallery, and
watched as they wandered around looking at the paintings and the
sculptures displayed there. Hanson had gone out of town for the day
and had left her in charge. She jumped as the phone rang again and
she waited until the third ring before she answered it. “What?”

“Now is that
anyway to talk to the man who is going to be your lover?” he
asked her softly.

Amani closed her eyes
and willed herself to be calm. “Your inflated ego is going to
be your undoing one of these days.”

“I am sorry,”
he told her abruptly. “I am not used to this Amani and I have
to confess that you are driving me quietly out of my mind! I cannot
stop thinking about you and wanting you like I have never wanted
anyone before. What have you done to me darling?”

“I am the first
woman to ever resist you Liam and that does not sit well with you. I
have a feeling it is more your pride that is hurt than anything
else.”

“Maybe you are
right but whatever it is I find myself thinking about you nonstop. I
am even making a mistake that is costing the company millions.”

“I am sure that
is not true.”

“Maybe not
millions but costly enough,” he admitted. “I am
languishing without you. How about taking pity on me and having
dinner with me later, and afterwards spending the night in my bed?”

“Yes to dinner
and no to the other offer, as tempting as that is.”

“Darling you
are killing me,” he complained huskily. “I promise you
that it will be very good.”

“I am sure it
will be.” She could not help but laugh! “But I will
pass.”

“Okay dinner
then,” he sighed. “Tell me where to pick you up.”

“Just text me
the address and I will be there.”

“I don’t
know where you live.”

“And I don’t
know where you live but that’s fine with me.”

“We will talk
about this later.”

“I am sure we
will,” Amani said before she hung up. She leaned back against
the wall and closed her eyes briefly. Hanson was right. She had
waited long enough for him to call her. Somehow she had to get him to
take her to his apartment and be done with it. She knew that when,
and if he did, he would not just be taking her there for the tour. He
would want something else and she was not prepared to give him that!
She had the feeling that if they did make love, there would be no
turning back for her!

*****

This time the
restaurant was small and intimate. The manager was almost bowing as
he guided her to the privacy booth where Liam was standing and
waiting for her approach. Her breath caught in her throat as she
stared at him! She had not seen him, except in the papers where he
was escorting one woman or the other to some function. He was wearing
a dark blue shirt, opened at the neck, and a striped sports jacket
over tan trousers. He looked so achingly handsome that seeing him
reinforced how much trouble she was in! He dismissed the man with a
nod of his head and came forward to take both her hands. 


“I have missed
you,” he told her throatily as he leaned forward to brush her
cheek with his lips, his fingers tightening on hers and his spicy
expensive cologne enveloping her and titillating her senses. He
released her and to her consternation he waited until she had slid
into the padded sofa like seat before taking a seat next to her and
crowding her in. They had been given the most private table, far away
from the other diners and private enough for anything to happen
between them. His nearness was already unnerving her!

He turned sideways to
stare at her, his slate gray eyes wandering over her flawless face
and lingering on her bold ruby red lipstick, which highlighted the
fullness of her lips, before dipping to the swell of flesh revealed
by the stunning blue and white striped shirt she had worn over her
denims. 


“Stop!”
she demanded huskily.

“Stop what?”
His eyes met hers and she could see the banked fire there before he
stared at her lips again. “Stop wanting you? I am afraid I
cannot do that Amani. My body responds to yours in the most annoying
and unusual way.” His tone was baffled as he continued to stare
at her. He reached a hand out and tilted her chin up, his eyes
scrutinizing every inch of her exquisite face. “I am looking
for flaws,” he murmured huskily. “Something to assure me
that you are not perfect.”

“I am not
perfect.” She wrenched her chin away and pressed back further
into the corner, not caring how that looked. She almost sighed in
relief when the waiter materialized with a bottle of wine and the
menu. She spent that few minutes composing herself, determined to be
her most casual and amusing self. He waited until the waiter had left
and lifting his glass in a toast he smiled at her mockingly. 


“Now tell me
why you had not called me. And I want the real reason.”

Amani sipped her wine
and looked at him, her eyes twinkling in amusement. “Would you
believe me if I said that I was not interested?”

“No,” he
told her without hesitation. “You are interested, that much I
know. But for some reason you are hesitating. Why is that?”

Amani laughed softly
as she put her glass away. “Oh I don’t know! Maybe it’s
because I am not interested in being a notch on your belt.”

“I happen to
treat the women I get involved with respectfully and I am never
unfaithful to them. I show them an amazing time and they leave the
relationship far more financially and physically sated than when they
enter it.”

Amani stared at the
beautiful and spoiled man next to her in amazement! He really
believed that it was a privilege to be his lover and she had a
feeling that the women in his past had given him that impression! She
hid a smile as she realized that she was going to have to be the one
to shake that core of unbelievable arrogance that surrounded him!
“Undoubtedly you are an excellent lover.”

He nodded, his gray
eyes searching her face for signs that she was being sarcastic.

“And you are
very generous as well.”

“I am.”

“For the short
time that a woman is privileged to be yours, that woman is the center
of attention and is well provided for.”

“Undoubtedly.”
Now he was staring at her uncertainly, as if he did not know what to
make of the conversation. “I respect and love women and happen
to think that they are amazing, and so I always bear that in mind.”

By this time the
waiters had come with their meals and the conversation was suspended
until after they had left. Amani waited until they were halfway
through the delicious serving of veal before she continued. “What
would you offer me?’

Liam finished chewing
his meat before he responded. “Anything you want.”

“An apartment?
Money in the bank, jewelry? A car?”

“That and
more.” He told her solemnly, his eyes on her lips as she used
the tip of her tongue to touch the corner of it. He felt his body
tightened at the movement and had to quell the urge to bend his head
and take her lips with his. Damn! He wanted her!

“For how long?”

He frowned a little
at that and continued eating before he spoke. “I don’t
know. I already told you how much I want you and I have never wanted
anyone the way I do you, so I have a feeling that it will last a lot
longer than usual.”

“And then
what?” Amani found that she was fascinated by his reasoning,
even if she felt a little more than repugnant by it!

He shrugged his broad
shoulders and picking up his wine glass he took a sip. “I would
hope that we would be friends.”

“Does that
usually happen?”

He took a deeper
swallow of the wine. “I make that clear at the beginning but
sometimes it does not work out that way.”

“Why?”
she persisted.

“You are
certainly a curious one.”

“Why Liam?”

He shook his head and
sighed. “It happens when the person is expecting more.”

“Like a
marriage proposal?”

“Something like
that,” he told her casually. “But you are not only
beautiful, you are smart as well and you know better.”

“Do I?”

“Of course you
do!” He pushed away the rest of the meal and turned fully to
face her, his knee brushing against her, sending the currents
straight through her body. One long arm was resting on the back of
the seat and much too near to her neck. “I am not ready for
marriage yet and I would never go into that institution knowing that
I am not. I love women Amani, different women, and I would never put
any wife of mine through something like that. I am not the type to
settle for one woman for long periods of time.”

“And you tell
that to all the women you are seeing?”

“I do. I
believe in honesty in a relationship, no matter how fleeting.”
He gazed at her. “Is that something you can deal with?”

“Of course,”
she told him blithely, a smile playing around her lips.

“Good,”
his relief was so apparent that Amani almost laughed at the
expression on his handsome face.

“You have not
asked me why.”

He frowned a little
at that. “Why are you okay with it?”

“Because I do
not want a relationship with you, Liam.”

“What?”
He stared at her as if she had sprouted two heads!

“All I want is
one night with you and that’s it.”

“You want to be
with me for one night?” His look of skepticism was so
exaggerated that she could not help the laughter!

“Is that so
hard to believe?”

“Darling it is
impossible to believe.”

“Why? Because
if a woman spends one night with you she ends up wanting more?”

“Something like
that,” he told her lightly. “And I intend to prove it to
you.”

“One night Liam
and after that you do not call me or ask to see me. We do not remain
friends, but go our separate ways without seeing each other again.”

He stared at her for
a long moment. By this time the waiters had come by to clear the
table and asked if they wanted dessert, to which he nodded yes and
they were told the house special. “You cannot be serious.”

“I am serious.
One night. Is that something you can deal with?” Amani was
taking a gamble but she had to play it this way in order to step up
the plan and make sure that afterwards he would not want to contact
her again.

“I want more
than one night.”

“Then I am
afraid this is the last time I will be seeing you.”

“You are being
ridiculous!’ he told her harshly, his gray eyes flashing.

“One night
Liam, agree to it now or I walk out of this restaurant right now.”

“You did not
strike me as being a one-night-stand woman,” he said coldly.

“I am usually
not, but for you I am prepared to make an exception,” she told
him sweetly. 


Their dessert came, a
delicious strawberry concoction that had Amani practically salivating
as she tasted it, but he did not touch his and continued to stare at
her broodingly. 


“I am going to
do my best to change your mind,” he told her suddenly.

She looked up and
caught his eyes. “You can try but no matter how I feel
afterwards; it will be just the one night. There is something that
you don’t know about me Liam. I am very determined and very
obstinate.”

“Tell me why.”

“Why what?”

“Why just one
night.”

“Because you
said yourself that you do not do long term. I don’t need a man
to buy me things because I have enough money of my own.” And
will have more when I manage to steal that painting from you! She
added silently. “I have more clothes than I could possibly wear
and enough jewelry. I find the concept of being kept by a man utterly
distasteful, and in the very near future I intend to find myself a
husband and settle down. I am attracted to you ,however, and I would
like to know what it feels like for a man like you to make love to
me.”

“A man like
me?” Liam’s thick dark brows lifted as he stared at her.
He could not believe he was sitting here listening to her say those
things to him! It was ludicrous and appalling and he should probably
tell her to go to hell!

“You are
handsome, incredibly rich and very experienced. I never had that
before.”

“So to you I
would be an experiment?” his tone was cold and his face was
tensed.

“More or less,”
she said with a shrug. “You already said that we are attracted
to each other and you are right.”

“I certainly
pegged you for a different person,” he told her icily. “I
am not sure I can accept your very unusual offer.”

“Why not?”
she demanded. “You were honest enough to tell me what you want
in the relationship and the minute I tell you what I want you have a
problem with it. Really Liam? I thought you were an open minded
person.”

“I am not that
open minded,” he told her grimly.

“So the answer
is no?”

He looked at her in
frustration, poured some more wine into his glass he downed it in one
gulp. He wished he had something stronger to numb what he was
feeling! “Do I get a damned day or more to think about it?”
he rasped.

“Take your
time,” she told him.

“Why thanks!”
he jeered. “How magnanimous of you!”

“Why are you
angry?” she asked him innocently.

“Oh I don’t
know darling! Maybe it’s because I had plans for us. I wanted
to do the whole works, take you to dinner, to the theatre, to Paris
and other places. I had plans for a real relationship, only to find
out that all you want is a one night stand. If you had indicated that
from the start I would have done it and gotten it over and done with
by now!”

“Instead of
wasting your time taking me to dinner, is that it?” she asked
him mildly.

“Yes!” he
bit out. He poured some more wine and took his time sipping it, his
gray eyes hard. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?”

“Who is
playing? I am just telling you what I want.”

“I refuse to
believe you are this person.”

“Why not?”

“Because –”
he shrugged and finished the wine. He glanced at the thick gold
Gessner watch on his wrist. “I think it’s time to leave.”

“Already?”
she asked him innocently.

“I have to fly
out of town in the morning,” he told her tightly as he got to
his feet. The manager materialized and Liam handed him his card,
moving out of the way for Amani to get up from around the table,
steeling himself not to respond as she brushed against him, her light
expensive perfume tingling his senses. Damn her! He thought savagely.
He had offered her something that most women would die for and she
had taken it and shoved it in his face, making another offer that he
found very distasteful! But what was even worse was that he wanted
her enough to think about it! He wanted her enough to take anything
he could get and it was humiliating and belittling! She turned to
look at him and he steeled himself against the allure of her sultry
exquisite look! “I will wait for your call. Thanks for dinner.”

He gave a curt nod
and watched as she walked away from him, wishing that he could follow
her and pull her into his arms! Then he would show her that they
would definitely need more than one night! He gave the hapless
manager a cold look as he walked over and asked if there was anything
else he needed, turning on his heels he walked away!

*****

Amani was trembling
as she let herself inside her apartment. She had done it! She had
changed the game plan and she was hoping that he would fall for it!
She had done it deliberately because that was the only way she was
going to survive this time with him! Amani walked into the kitchen
and went to get the half bottle of wine from the fridge. She carried
it to the counter along with the glass and poured a generous amount,
her hands shaking slightly. She had sat there talking to him and had
enjoyed the conversation, the light and flirtatious banter, and
during that time she had wanted him to lean in to her and put his
lips on hers. She had wanted to experience the electric shocks that
had flowed through her body when he had held her in his arms and
kissed her in his cabin several weeks ago. She had felt the pressure
so much that she had deliberately done something to combat it! The
idea had been half formed in her mind and had taken flight as the
evening progressed! She sipped the wine thoughtfully and wondered if
he was going to take her up on her offer. She could see that he
wanted her, but wondered if he wanted her enough to go along with
what she had proposed! Liam Moses was a man accustomed to getting
what he wanted and not allowing anyone else to call the shot! If he
gave in to her, he would be unwittingly admitting that she was the
one who held the cards and she had a feeling that that had never
happened before!

*****

Liam paced the
bedroom of his sumptuous apartment like a caged animal, his
expression thunderous and his hands clenched into fists. Of course he
was not going to accept her offer! He would be mad to even think
about it! One night and then goodbye! She had to be out of her mind
and he would be an even bigger fool to even contemplate such a thing!
She had to be playing a damned game and he did not appreciate it!
First she had not been in touch with him and he had decided firmly
not to call her either and had tried to get her out of his head by
being with others. But even when he had tried to kiss them, he could
not do so because he kept thinking about her and wanting her so
damned much that it had become like a fever inside his body! Now to
realize that all she wanted was one night with him! To hell with her!





Chapter 7

She did not hear from
him for two whole days and Amani felt her confidence crumbling in the
wake of not seeing his number flashing on her phone. The gallery had
been busy over the past two days and she had not gotten a chance to
say anything to Hanson. But things had slackened down during the
night, just before closing, and she was in his office as he went over
the books. He looked up as she wandered over to the window
restlessly. “Darling you are breaking my concentration,”
he told her gently.

“Sorry,”
she murmured absently.

Hanson put away his
ledger and gave her his full attention. “I am all yours.”

She turned to face
him, leaning her back against the pane and pressing her palms against
it. “I did something unusual.”

“I see,”
he said slowly. “What was it?”

“I made an
offer to Liam.”

“What was the
offer?”

“A one night
stand.”

Hanson stared at her
for a moment and then leaned back into his chair, his eyebrows lifted
as he waited for her to continue. 


She shrugged and
looked away for a moment. “He was offering me the chance to be
his current relationship and I turned him down.”

“Naturally.”

“But I followed
up with an offer of my own.”

“A one night
stand.”

She nodded. 


“I am hoping
that he accepts the offer and I get the chance to be in his apartment
and get the job done. After that I can go my own way and get on with
my life.”

“So let me get
this straight: you are going to spend one night with Liam Moses and
get the job done, after which you will end things with him. During
this night are you going to offer him your body?”

She avoided his eyes
for a moment. “I know it is pretty unusual –”

“But you are
attracted to the man as any normal red blooded woman with eyes in
their head would be,” he finished for her. “The trouble
with that darling is that you are not going to be able to walk away
from him after that.”

“I thought you
had the utmost confidence in me,” she retorted.

“I usually do
but this is the first time you are ever thinking of sleeping with a
mark and that makes me very concerned.” He stared at her
levelly. “Do you happen to know what you are doing?”

She hesitated a
moment and then nodded. “I do.”

“And you are
waiting for him to call you back and tell you yes?”

She nodded again. “I
am not certain he will.”

“Oh, he will,”
hanson said with a slight smile. “He won’t be able to
help himself. But he is going to try and change your mind about the
one night.”

“I won’t,”
she shrugged. “I won’t have any other choice but to just
have the one night, and after that it would not be wise for me to see
him again.”

“I do agree
with you darling.” His light blue eyes searched her face. “You
are going into unknown territory and I am not sure I like it.”

“Don’t
worry, I will get the job done.”

“I don’t
doubt that, but at what cost?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Darling it is
plain to see that you are very attracted already. What’s going
to happen when you actually share a physical relationship, albeit a
brief one?”

“I will be
fine,” she told him firmly, but even to her own ears she
sounded unconvinced. “You will see, I will be okay.”

*****

Liam entered into
discussions with his usual charming smile and impeccable manners. He
managed to get through the meeting without showing the churning
inside his heart, until the men filed out of the room. He had spent a
day in Paris tying up a deal and then he hop on a plane to Scotland,
where he had spent two days in the rolling hills of Inverness. His
family had a large home nestled among green brushes, on top of a hill
which afforded a spectacular view! He spent his free time walking
through meandering paths and soothing his frazzled nerves with the
scent of blooming flowers. From there he returned home to attend to
meetings. He had also promised to have dinner with his mother and
sister at the manor, as she had just come back home from her sojourns
and wanted to see him. He was not good company for anyone, least of
all his family and had planned to spend the weekend at the club. He
forced himself not to think about her, but at nights in his bed he
could not help but do so with a vengeance! He could not believe that
he was actually contemplating her offer and was furious with her but
mostly himself! He got dressed hurriedly and made his way to the
garage to get one of his vehicles, nodding to the guard who called
out to him.

He made his way to
the manor and pressing the button he waited for the gates to swing
open to admit him. He felt his nerves soothed somewhat as he gazed at
the riot of colors vying for supremacy in the gardens facing either
sides of the cobble driveway. He parked just at the front door
knowing that someone would come out shortly to move his car and park
it at the appropriate place. He had also caught a glimpse of his
mother and sister seated around the oblong table at the side of the
pool, which had been cleaned and uncovered for the summer. Lorelei
got to her feet as soon as he was near enough and ran into his arms,
her face pressed against his chest. He held her away from him, his
slate gray eyes studying her stunning features. “You look
different,” he murmured. “And you look tanned. How was
it?”

“I had a great
time!” she averred as she went on her toes to brush her lips
lightly against his. “Mother tells me that you have been
scarce.”

He tucked her hand
through his as they made their way towards their mother. “She
exaggerated.”

He bent to kiss his
mother on her cheek and then pulled out the chair for his sister.

“I have not
seen you in weeks’ darling,” she chided, her eyes swiftly
noticing the strain around his eyes and mouth. “Working and
partying too hard?”

“Something like
that.” He nodded at the maid hovering at the table, indicating
that she should serving the meal. He was not in the least bit hungry
but was determined to put on a show. His mother and sister were
looking at him as if they could somehow read his thoughts. He turned
to his sister as he lifted the glass of ice cold lemonade to his lips
and started sipping it. “Tell me about your trip. Your phone
calls were very sparse and lacking in details, darling.”

“I was having
too much fun!” she said with a laugh as she told them of her
exploits and the friends she had made. “I know what I want to
do.”

“What is that?”
he asked indulgently expecting her to say something like do some
charity work or go into collecting the way he was.

“I want to be a
nurse,” she announced.

“What?”
Her brother stared at her in shock. 


“But I don’t
want to be an ordinary nurse, working in a hospital. I want to travel
to third world countries, Africa and India where the needs are
greatest and make my contribution there.”

Liam put his glass
down, a frown on his forehead as he looked at his mother who shrugged
elegantly. Apparently her daughter had shared the preposterous idea
with her before now!

“Absolutely
not!”

“I was not
asking for permission, Liam,” she told him firmly, her
expression set. “I am twenty-one years old and I am an adult
with money of my own. I have already signed up for nursing school.”

“Why are you
doing this?”

“Because I want
to.” She reached over and put her small hand over his arm. “I
want to do more than just sit and benefit from the money my family
has, Liam.”

“We are
involved in many charities if contributing is what you want to do.”
He looked to his mother. “Why are you not saying anything?”

“I already
tried to talk her out of it and threatened her but nothing has worked
so far.’”

“Lorelei you
are gently bred and have never known what it is to face hardship in
your life. You are going into a field that requires a lot of tenacity
and hard work. Bad enough you will face all that, but you are also
thinking of traipsing all over the world to the worst places, where
the amenities you are so used to will not be available. I implore you
to think about this carefully.”

“I have done
nothing else for the entire trip.”

“Is it a man
you are interested in?” he demanded.

His sister laughed at
that. “You and your one track mind,” she chided him
softly. “I want this for me darling.”

The meal came and
they abandoned the conversation for the time being, but Liam was not
finished with it! Not by a long shot! He ate in preoccupied silence,
barely tasting what was before him and half listening to what his
mother and sister were saying, making monosyllabic responses. A few
minutes later Lorelei excused herself to go and make a phone call,
leaving the two of them alone. 


“You need to
stop her Mother.”

“What do you
propose I do?” she asked him mildly. “We know that
Lorelei got the same stubborn streak that you possess and fighting
her would only make things worse.” Lillian Moses dabbed at her
lips daintily before putting the napkin on the table. “I was
hoping that your influence was enough to get her to change her mind.”

“And as you saw
it did not work,” he said in frustration. 


“Maybe when she
starts nursing school and sees how hard the work is she will change
her mind,” his mother said hopefully.

“I have a
feeling that it will not be hard work for her,” he said dryly.
“You happen to have brilliant children.”

“That I do,”
she said with a sigh. “And very obstinate ones determined to do
their own thing.”

*****

He found her inside
her bedroom suite lying on the bed with her head propped up on
several pillows, ending a phone call. She waved him to come in as she
told the person goodbye. He wandered into the very feminine peach and
cream room with the delicately expensive furnishings and realized
that it was definitely her. She moved over and he joined her on the
bed, stretching full length next to her without removing his shoes.
She propped her head on her palm and stared down at him, admiring the
classically beautiful features. Her brother was the most beautiful
man she had ever seen, except his friend Adam, whom she had had a
crush on since she was a little girl but who had never thought of her
as more than a little sister, and now he was happily married! But
even Adam was not as handsome as Liam and Lorelei wondered fleetingly
if he would ever fall in love!

“Came to see if
you can change my mind?” she asked him with a fond smile. His
lashes were even longer than hers! She thought with a slight shake of
her head.

“Can I?”
His thick eyebrows lifted as he stared up at her.

“No.” she
told him with a smile. “Liam I am going to be fine and I want
you to support me on this.”

“How can I,
when I know what you are getting into?” he asked her wryly, one
hand lifting to tug at her long dark hair. “Darling you just
finished college, you should be out having fun and dating men –
just dating mind you – and in a few years deciding on one that
Mother and I approve of. Preferably someone who is worthy of you.”

She laughed at that,
bending to kissed his forehead. “According to you, no one will
ever be.”

“That’s
besides the point,” he told her firmly. “What are you
trying to prove?’

“Nothing.”
She put a hand on his chest. “I love you Liam and I love that
you are my brother but I am going to do this.”

“And nothing I
say will make you change your mind?”

“Nothing,”
she said in a definitive tone.

“Even if I tell
you that your decision displeases me so much that I am going to stay
away from you?”

She laughed and
dropped her head onto his chest. He closed his hand around her
automatically and smiled as she snuggled. “I know there is no
chance of that happening.”

*****

“Meet me!”
His tone was abrupt as she answered his call.

“Hello to you
too.”

“I don’t
have time for this!” He told her harshly. “You want your
one night; I am willing to give it to you.”

“When?”

“Now.”

“Where?”

“I have this
place on Sutton Street –”

“No.”

“What?”
he sounded as if he was going to explode.

“I do not want
to spend the one night where you have taken the rest of your women.”

“It is only one
night so what the hell difference does it make where we spend it?”

“It makes a big
difference to me.”

“You are making
a damned lot of demands for such a brief relationship,” he said
scathingly.

“I want it to
be special.”

“Then your
place.”

“No.”

“You know
what!” he said furiously, his patience at an end. “This
is not worth it, you are not worth it!” And he hung up on her. 


He sat in his car and
felt the rage warring with the desire for her. Who the hell did she
think she was to be making all the demands? He slammed his hands on
the steering wheel, feeling the sting of the pain going up his arms
and almost welcoming it! He wished she would call so that he could
tell her to go to hell, but he waited. He was sitting inside his
vehicle with the guard hovering around, waiting for him to start the
vehicle, but he just sat there waiting for her to call him. In the
end he made the call, so furious with himself and puzzled by his lack
of control where she was concerned that he could hardly form the
words when she answered him. 


“You win!”
he bit out. “I will text you the address and tell the guard to
expect you. And Amani? You were right. When this night is over I
never want to see you again!”

*****

He was not civil. For
the first time since knowing him she rather thought that he hated her
at that moment and it shook her! She was guided to a private elevator
that took her straight up to a lavish penthouse that spread over the
entire floor. He opened the door for her, wearing a simple white
t-shirt that stretched across his muscled chest and showed his
powerful forearms with their dusting of dark hairs. His hair was
slightly damp as if he had just taken a shower. “Welcome to my
home,” he told her mockingly as he stepped aside for her to
enter. He took her light jacket, careful not to touch the skin
revealed by the spaghetti strap top of her summer wear.

He turned back to
her. “Shall we?” 


“Where are we
going?”

“Why, to begin
the night darling,” he told her sardonically. 


“I would like a
tour first if that is okay with you.”

“Of course.”
He inclined his head mockingly. “You are calling the shots,
after all .”

“Is this the
way you are going to be for the rest of the night?”

“How would you
like me to be?” his voice was soft but she could see that he
was trying his hardest to compose himself and leashed his anger.

“We have one
night together so I would want to think that you would like to put it
to better use than sniping at me.”

He stared at her for
a moment and then smiled at her charmingly. She stared at the
transformation, her heart hammering inside her chest. 


“You are right
darling. Shall we?” he said. This time he stretched out a hand
for her to take. 


She took it after
hesitating slightly and allowed him to lead her from the foyer to a
living room that absolutely took her breath away! He smiled knowingly
at her reaction as she stared at the soaring floor to ceiling windows
that afforded a spectacular view of the harbor across the street. Her
feet sank into the lush powder blue carpeting and a huge fireplace
took up one entire wall. Silk sofas dotted the room and a giant flat
screen television took up another section of the wall. A glittering
chandelier hung suspended from the ceiling and various expensive
paintings dotted the walls, but not the one she was looking for! He
took her next into a breathtakingly modern kitchen, with the latest
modern appliances and a large center island that housed the stove and
a bar. He showed her the bedrooms, three of them decorated in colors
from tan to teal blue, with antique furnishings in all of them. He
briefly took her out to the wrap around balcony decorated with tables
and chairs, as well as a recessed bar and a section complete with a
grill!

He finally took her
into the master bedroom and Amani stood in the center of the cast
room as she looked at the sheer luxury of the place! It was gold and
cream with the tapestry on the walls interwoven to form a stunning
imagery that captured the senses. The bed was set on a dais and was
large enough to hold a dozen people. Surprisingly, his room was
sparsely furnished. The open door to the closet showed a room almost
as large as the bedroom with enough revolving shelves and clothe to
fill an entire store! She also noticed something else as well! The
painting was hanging right next to the highboy, the very painting she
was here to steal!

“What do you
think?” he finally asked her.

“I think that
this is the most beautiful place I have ever seen and I have watched
‘Celebrity Homes’.” She told him honestly.

“Thank you,”
he said with a smile. He was still angry with her but the edge had
been taken off his anger as soon as he saw her. And he was absurdly
happy that she was impressed! He had never taken a woman here before
and he refused to examine himself as to what that meant! He would be
with her tonight, spending the time to explore her body, and tomorrow
he would tell her goodbye as she requested. He refused to give
credence to the lack of confidence he felt as he thought about that
and was determined to make the most of the time. 


“How about a
bottle of wine?” she suggested.

“A very good
idea.” He walked over to a corner of the room and pressed a
button. Amani heard the slight whirring sound as the recessed bar was
revealed. He selected the wine and opening the cork with ease. He
poured two glasses and brought one over to her. 


“Aren’t
you afraid to keep all these expensive art in the apartment?”
she asked as she wandered around the room studying the ones on the
walls.

“The place is
like a fortress so I am secure in the knowledge that no one can get
in. Besides I hardly bring anyone in here. Only very close friends.”

“I am
flattered,” she slanted him a glance as he came to stand next
to her.

“You should
be,” he told her lightly. He was perfectly willing to give her
time to look around but that was about to end pretty soon.

He finished the wine
and turned to face her, indicating that the time had come. “Are
you going to finish that?”

She did and handed
him the glass, watching as he went to place them at the table next to
the bed before coming back to stand in front of her. He tipped her
chin up and studied her face. “Are you sure you only want one
night?” he murmured.

“I am sure,”
she whispered, her eyes holding his and seeing the desire smoldering
in their gray depths. 


“I am going to
do my damnedest to change your mind,” he warned her.

“I would not
expect anything less.”

His hand dropped to
her bare arms and he ran his palms over her skin slowly, his eyes
holding hers. “And I intend to take all night.”





Chapter 8

And he did! Liam
Moses was an expert when it came to pleasing women and with Amani he
was determined to pull out all the stops! Amani felt the fire
building up inside her the minute he started to undress her, his
fingers slowly sliding over her flawless skin, caressing her flesh,
his gray eyes burning a path as he touched her. 


“You have
beautiful skin,” he whispered as his fingers trailed over her
neck to her throat. 


“Like coffee
mixed with heavy cream.” His husky voice sent tremors through
her unsuspecting body. “So beautiful, so damned sexy! I have
been dreaming about making love to you since the first time I laid
eyes on you.” He cupped her breasts, his thumbs moving slowly
over the tight buds. Her breasts were not too small and not too big,
just perfect and fitted his palms perfectly! His eyes lifted to hers
as he continued to stroke her nipple, noticing with satisfaction and
triumph how her body responded to his. “I want to taste every
inch of your delectable body,” he continued. “I want to
make love to you in every way. Titillate your senses with my mouth
and every part of my body. I am not going to stop until we are both
wrung dry and begging for more.”

“You are good,”
she said shakily, her body responding to more than his touch. His
words were having a potent effect on her, making her want more, need
more! “No wonder women fall in love with you.”

“Are you going
to fall in love with me, Amani?” His voice was a whisper, his
touch provocative and ardent.

“No. ”
The word was dragged from her parched throat as she fought to resist
the swimming sensation inside her. “I know better.”

He released her and
she almost begged him not to stop! He saw the look on her exquisite
face and guessed what was on her mind. 


“I am just
undressing darling.” 


He took off his
clothes hurriedly and Amani watched in fascination as his naked body
came into view. He was magnificent! All bronzed muscles and hard
planes with not an ounce of extra fat on his body. His muscles
rippled as he moved and there was a dusting of dark hairs on his
muscled chest, the hairs dipping lower to his flat stomach. She
trembled as she forced herself to look further. He still had his
underwear on and his eyes held hers as he reached for the waistband,
pulling it down slowly. The thick dark hair of his pubic area was
revealed and Amani heard the gasp escaping her as he took off the
underwear, his erection springing to life in front of her, the
thickness and length of him impressing her and making her weak at the
same time. 


“Oh God!”
she whispered raggedly. 


He walked towards
her, all male virility. He was confident in his ability to make her
want him and need him. Right now she knew that if she did not have
him, she was going to die! She did not care what happened tomorrow,
it was tonight that mattered! His hands cupped her cheeks and his
thumbs caressed her bottom lip, sending tremors through her already
susceptible body! He bent his head and his mouth touched hers
lightly, his lips brushing across hers slowly, seductively, his
breath mingling with hers. He held back, determined to take it slow
even though the desire was racing through his body at a breakneck
speed! He was an expert and had always taken the expertise for
granted. He had always given more than he had taken, because he had
the ability to hold back a part of himself whenever he was with a
woman. He loved to please them, admire their bodies, the curves, the
femininity of those same curves, but that had always been it for him.
He loved sex and believed in quenching his thirst whenever he felt
the need to do so and used his body to give the utmost pleasure, but
that had always been the case. Now it was unbelievably different! He
was highly excited, his heart pumping inside his chest at record
breaking speed! His skin felt hot and clammy and he was barely
touching her! He would slow it down! He decided hazily but she chose
that moment to open her mouth beneath his and when her tongue touched
his, the raw desire exploded inside him! His tongue met hers, tangled
and dipped inside her mouth as he pressed his aroused body next to
hers, his hands trembling slightly. Amani felt the restless and
completely heated flames curling at the base of her stomach. Her
hands drifted to his shoulders, feeling the muscles bunching there as
her fingers wandered over his skin and came around to clutch the back
of his neck, her fingers driving into the hairs at the nape of his
neck. Liam tried to get back his control but he was too far gone. His
plan for careful and thorough seduction was being destroyed slowly,
inch by inch, as his tongue made the foray inside the sweet recesses
of her mouth. She tasted like honey and something else, dark
seductive sex. He felt as if he was being drugged into oblivion! He
was reeling! His senses clouding, his body on fire as her breasts
pressed against his chest and his tongue buried inside her mouth!
Slow down! His brain demanded. But he could not stop kissing her! To
his consternation he was discovering that kissing her was more than
making love to the other women he had taken to his bed, and the
realization frightened him! His fingers bit into her back as he
pressed her closer to him, as if he wanted to absorb her body into
his and make it one. She was the one who finally tore her mouth from
his, her head lifted as she stared at him. Her mouth was swollen and
wet from his kisses and there was a look of dazed passion and
something else on her face. He stared down at her, his body tensed
and aroused to the point of excruciating desire, his heart thumping
inside his chest. His arms were still around her waist and she was
still pressed up against him, her fingers splayed over his chest.

“This was a
mistake.” She whispered.

“Yes.”
His eyes had darkened to a stormy gray as he stared at her. He was
confused and aroused and scared! He had fallen under her spell and
that was not supposed to happen, but even on the threat of death he
could not stop now. He craved her more than he had ever craved
another in his life, and maybe tomorrow he would examine whatever it
was that was racing through his body. For now he wanted her and if he
did not have her he was going to die! He lifted her into his arms and
carried her to the bed, laying her against the pillows, his eyes
drifting over her shapely curves, lingering at her pubic area with
the dark curls and the protruding flesh, before going back to her
face. He climbed in next to her, his hands moving up to cup her
breast, his thumb slowly circling the nipple. He bent his head and
his tongue touched the tight bud. He felt her body stiffen, her
fingers digging into his shoulders, her body arching to his! Amani
felt her body fragmenting as he pulled the nipple inside his mouth,
pulling at it and sending shards of unbelievable desire rocketing
through her body! He took his time, one hand wandering over her
stomach and going downwards to her sex, his fingers stroking the
protruding flesh and sending fresh sparks throughout her body! He
lifted his head and looked at her, holding her eyes as his fingers
dipped inside her wet warmth, watching the way her lips parted and
her eyes widened as he stroked her slowly, thrusting into her and
increasing the pace, his eyes still on hers. 


“Liam,”
she breathed, her hands lifting to curl into fists against his hard
muscled chest. “Please.”

“Tell me,”
he whispered thickly. He increased the pace, dipping further inside
her, glorying in the awareness of how ready she was for him! “Tell
me darling.”

“I can’t!”
she panted, her body lifting towards his fingers, her body trembling.
“Oh God!”

“I know
darling,” he bent his head and captured her nipple again, this
time his mouth ruthless as if he wanted to punish her for taking him
out of his comfort zone! Amani was sobbing at the double assault, her
mind and body going up in flames! She could not think, could only
react to the powerful influence of his mouth and fingers on her! She
almost screamed as he stopped, his head lifting at the same time he
removed his fingers. She grabbed his arm, trying to force him to give
her the release that had been so close! 


“Not yet
darling,” he murmured thickly as he climbed over her, his body
suspended as he braced his hands on both sides of her face, his hips
lowering slowly, circling around her, the tip of his engorged penis
just touching the opening of her sex. He was driving her mad with
desire and Amani did the only thing she could! She lifted her legs
and wrapped them around his waist, forcing him to enter her and he
did, sinking into her slowly, his body rigid, his hands trembling
from the restraint of holding himself back! Her hands lifted and
wrapped around his neck. He drove into her in one swift fluid
movement and then went still as she wrapped around him! His body
shuddered, his face dark with passion and the intense desire that
raged inside him. 


“Darling,”
he whispered brokenly, his mouth lowering to hers, his breath
mingling with hers. He could not move, at least not yet. But Amani
wanted more! She moved restlessly, circling her hips and forcing him
to do the same. He took her mouth in a savagely delicious kiss that
had her digging her fingers into his back, her body moving upwards to
meet his thrusts that had become hurried and frantic, unlike his
usual practiced manner. Liam could feel the control slipping away
from him as his tongue plunged into her mouth, his body meeting and
plunging into hers, his fingers biting into her hips as he pulled her
even closer to him, his body molding to hers, cementing the bond that
the incredible desire and passion was already forming! She tore her
mouth from his, her fingers digging into his bunched muscles as she
reached for the elusive feeling building up at the base of her
stomach. Liam gritted his teeth as he fought to get back the control,
but with her moving beneath him, determined to thwart the efforts he
was making to get back the control, he had to let it go! 


“Reach for it
baby,” he crooned. “I am right behind you –”
he broke off as a low scream was torn from her throat, her body
lifting to his, the orgasm powering through her body at a speed that
she could not comprehend! Her eyes widened as she gazed up at him,
her lips parted, the breath escaping her as her body splintered into
a million pieces, the tremors rocking through her so much that she
barely heard his tortured groan as he spilled himself inside her,
watering the mouth of her womb, his body shuddering on top of hers.
The orgasm would not stop, did not stop until both of them were too
weak to think or to even feel! He gathered her closer to him and
shifting his body, he turned on his side, his arms wrapped around her
body, still joined to her intimately as he tried to get control of
his wildly beating heart. Amani buried her face into his chest, her
eyes closed and her body still trembling from what was, to her, the
most earth shaking moment of her entire life! She closed her eyes
tighter as she realized that Hanson had been right! She would never
recover from this. She aborted the thought abruptly! She could not
think about that now and for the first time in her life she felt
regret tunneling through her mind! Regret that she was not a
different person, that he was not who he was and that she was not
planning on doing what she was going to do! She blinked away the
tears, determined to make the most of the incredible night! He
shifted then and tipped her chin up to look at him, noticing the
brightness of her eyes. He did not say anything but used a finger to
trail down her smooth cheek, his touch gentle, his dark gray eyes
somber, his incredibly handsome face still dark with passion. He did
not have the words to tell her how he was feeling. He did not know
what this was, this need for her, the craving that was still wracking
his body. He was still joined to her intimately and it felt so right,
so wonderful that he did not want to move. Besides he was still hard.

Amani spread her
fingers over his chest. “Is it too soon for another round?”
she asked him huskily.

He laughed softly and
bent his head to kiss her nose and then her lips. “Definitely
not.”

*****

He was fast asleep.
She had made sure of that when he had gone to the bathroom after
making love to her for the third time. She had waited until she could
hear his even breathing and then she had slipped out of the bed and
carefully removed the painting from the wall, sliding it from the
ornate frame and replacing it with the excellent fake that had been
done by an expert, and that Hanson had given to her. She rolled the
priceless art and placed it into the holder, going over to put it
into her large pocketbook. The entire thing had taken ten minutes but
to her terrified imagination it had taken ten hours as she looked at
the sleeping form on the bed, anxious that he would awaken any minute
now and discovered what she was doing! But he was still sound asleep
when she slipped in beside him. He murmured a little and reached for
her, sleepily pulling her closer to him, his fingers closing over her
breast. Amani turned her head and studied his classical features, her
gaze lingering on the hard cheek, the straight nose and the
incredibly long lashes that formed shadows over his cheekbones. She
lifted a hand and traced the thickness of his brows, reaching up to
push back a lock of dark hair from his forehead. She blinked back the
tears as she wondered how long it would take to get over him!

*****

She was gone when he
woke up the next morning. He tried to squelch the acute
disappointment and the wrenching feelings inside him as he sat up
against the pillows and looked around the room. The clock on the
bedside table read that it was almost eight and he remembered that he
had a meeting in an hour. He slowly climbed off the bed and looked
around as if expecting to see her come back into the room. He stood
there, his eyes closing as he remembered every detail in startling
clarity of how she had felt and what had transpired between them. It
had been epic, he realized in anguish, far beyond anything he had
ever experienced in his long sexual history. He had been initiated
into the sexual act since he was fourteen years old, by a senior who
had taken his virginity and had taught him how to please her. He had
done so with relish and had outgrown her within a few weeks, sending
her into spasms of intense pleasure that had her wanting him more and
more! In the private high school he had attended, he had graduated to
older women. A teacher who had beguiled him, and with the pretense of
helping him with chemistry, invited him to her home and had taught
him some more. He had taken what she offered and enjoyed it, breaking
it off with her when she showed signs of wanting more from him. He
had taken and given, but never everything! Last night had been
different! He had given and given, and took what she gave him, and
had wanted to take more and give more. He tunneled his fingers
through his hair restlessly. First he was going to take care of
business and then he was going to find her and convince her that
there was no way it could ever be one night between them!

*****

Hanson looked up as
she strode into his office and noticed the paleness of her expression
and the set look on her beautiful face.

“It did not
work?”

“It did.”
She reached into her pocketbook and pulled out the capsule, handing
it to him. “It worked perfectly.”

He took it and
uncapped the top, carefully pulling out the rolled canvas, studying
the lines of the painting, his expert eyes salivating over the pricey
art with satisfaction. “I will call the client and tell him
that we were successful.”

“Yes, but
please do not mention that I had to give a little of my soul along
with it,” she said with a trace of bitterness.

Hanson rolled the
canvas and carefully placed it back inside the capsule before looking
at her. “Darling are you okay?”

“Of course I
am!” she said brightly. “I am going to have to disconnect
my phone and get out of my apartment a few minutes from now. You said
there is a place?”

“A cabin in
Mount Eagles, several miles from here. It’s isolated and no one
knows about it, the perfect place to hide out.” His eyes
searched her face. “Want to talk about it?”

“There is
nothing to talk about.” She turned away and then turned back.
“He is going to come here asking questions.”

Hanson nodded. “I
already know what to tell him.” He reached into his drawer and
took out a brand new phone, handing it to her. “Use this to
keep in touch with me. I will let you know when it is safe to come
back.”

She nodded and took
the phone, staring at it for a moment before lifting her head to look
at him. “See you.” With that she left swiftly, barely
keeping the tears from falling. 


Hanson stared after
her, his thoughts troubled. He had never seen her like this before
and he realized that he should not have pushed her to go so far to
get physically involved with Liam Moses. He had known that she would
not have come out of it unscathed and now she was paying the price!

*****

He frowned
thoughtfully as the phone went straight to voicemail. He had tried
calling several times after his meetings, which had gone into the
late afternoon, and he was not getting through to her. He tried again
and got the same result. He had spent the day in meetings and only
half heard what the foundation had to say. His mind had been on her
and how much he wanted to see her, wanted to be with her. He could
not stop his thoughts from steering to the highly erotic and
pleasurable night and early morning they had shared. He also could
not believe that she had left after what they had shared!

By late evening he
had gotten anxious and frustrated and realized that he had left
several messages, each one sounding more desperate than the last and
she still had not returned his calls. 


“Dammit Amani!
Please call me back, we need to talk.” 


By nightfall she
still had not called and he went home to his apartment and drowned
his frustrations in a bottle of highly expensive bourbon, his eyes on
the big bed where he had spent last night in unbelievable pleasure
with a woman who now wanted nothing to do with him! He laughed to
himself, the sound harsh as it echoed throughout the room. She showed
him! He thought bitterly as he abandoned the glass and drank straight
from the bottle, welcoming the warmth burning a hole through his
stomach. He had bet on the fact that he would be able to persuade her
that one night would not be enough. It was not enough for him, but it
was sure as hell enough for her! He emptied the bottle and felt the
throbbing of a headache coming on. He closed his eyes, leaning back
against the sofa wearily. “Oh Amani,” he whispered
hoarsely. “Baby please call me.”

*****

Amani sat outside on
the porch of the cabin and stared at the lingering sunset, her body
aching and her eyes swollen from the tears she had finally allowed to
fall. She had gone back to her apartment and packed hurriedly, making
sure to turn off her phone and put it in a drawer by the side of the
bed. Then she had packed up her car and headed out, driving at a
moderate speed until she had gone out of the city. The scenery had
been breathtaking the farther she went but it was lost on her. It was
the beginning of September and the air had cooled somewhat, allowing
her to wind down her windows and let the breeze stir her face. It had
taken her five hours to reach the cabin and she had gone inside to
unload her stuff before coming back to sit out on the porch. She
wrapped her hands around her drawn up knees as she stared at the
fiery sunset, sightlessly. It was getting late and she was in
unfamiliar territory. As much as Hanson had assured her that it was
perfectly safe, she did not like the feel of the silence surrounding
her and the stillness of the area. She had passed a couple store
fronts on her way through the isolated town and had even seen what
looked like a mini mart. She was trying her best to take her mind off
him! She was trying not to remember how she had felt when he was
inside her, when his lips touched hers and the incredible ecstasy she
had experienced as he made love to her. She was also trying not to
remember how affected he had seem to be as well. He was an expert who
had been with countless women and from the beginning she had known
that there was something between them, but never in her wildest
imaginations had she realized that it would have been so strong! So
potent and so wild that even now she could still feel him inside her,
on top of her, his mouth buried in hers, his tongue – she broke
off with a moan and put her head on her knees, her body trembling. 


“Please let me
forget,” she whispered achingly. “Please don’t let
me be stupid enough to fall in love with him!”

It was several
minutes later before she got up and went inside. When she had first
arrived she had not had time to notice the interior of the rather
rustic and charming cabin with its shiny wooden floors, complementing
the log wood walls and the very cheerful furnishings and cozy
fireplace. She sat in the living room and started to reach for the
remote and then changed her mind. She leaned her head back and closed
her eyes wearily as she thought about him, unable to help herself!





Chapter 9

Hanson was standing
by the window of his second floor office when he saw him come in.
Liam Moses had a purposeful stride to his steps and Hanson could see
the determined squaring of his shoulders. He was a man bent on
getting answers and Hanson was prepared to answer the questions he
would be asking! He squared his own narrow shoulders and watched as
the man spoke to someone on the floor and smiled slightly as he
imagined the demanding tone of a man who did not take no for an
answer. He walked over swiftly to his desk as his buzzer sounded and
answered it. “Liam Moses is on his way up, Hanson.”

“I know
darling. I am waiting.” He released the button minutes before
there was a knock on the door and without waiting for a response he
pushed the door open and strode in. The man was a dynamic force up
close and even more handsome than his pictures. Hanson had seen him
on magazine covers, as well as on television, escorting some actress
or the other to a red carpet event. He had also seen him at museum
and gallery openings but had never seen him this close. He was
beautiful with a breathtaking quality about him that was
irresistible! 


“I take it you
know who I am?” His deep voice was carelessly arrogant as his
gray eyes boring into Hanson’s light blue ones.

“Of course Mr.
Moses.” Hanson stretched out a slender hand and Liam took it
briefly after slight hesitation. “I am Hanson. What can I do
for you?”

“Mind if I
sit?” he asked, arching a thick brow.

“Of course.”
Hanson gestured to one of the padded chairs around his desk and went
to sit around it. “Would you like something to drink?” He
reached for the button to get someone to bring them refreshment but
Liam shook his head. 


“I am looking
for someone who works here.”

“Who might that
be?”

“Amani Smith.”

“We do not have
an Amani Smith working here.”

Hanson saw when his
eyes smoldered. “I do not have time for games man,” he
was told in a steely voice. “I came to an opening here some
weeks ago and she was right here. She told me that she worked here
several days a week.”

“You did not
let me finish,” Hanson said smoothly. “I take it that you
are referring to Amani Lincoln, who is not only an employee but also
my daughter of sorts.”

Liam’s eyes
narrowed at the two bits of information. “Of sorts?”

“She grew up in
a group home and I took her in.”

“I see,”
Liam said slowly as he stared at the man. “Why did she lie
about her name?”

Hanson shrugged. “I
think you should ask her when you see her.”

“She is not
answering her phone. Where is she?”

“Might I ask
you why you are looking for her?”

“That’s
between her and me,” Liam’s tone was implacable. “Where
is she?”

“I have been
searching for her myself. I have not seen her in a couple of days.”

“Have you
checked her place?”

“I have and I
have been calling her as well.” Hanson leaned forward and
clasped his hands, a pensive look on his face. “What happened
between you two?”

“Why?”

“Amani is
someone who would not disappear without a trace unless something
detrimental happened. The only time she did that was when she was
battling over whether or not to search for her birth parents.”

“What
happened?”

“She went away
for a week and was not in contact with me. I was frantic out of my
mind until she reappeared and behaved as if she had not been gone for
a week. She never spoke of the subject to me again.” Hanson
looked at him levelly. “What happened between you and her?’

Liam got to his feet
slowly and reaching into the pocket of his custom built dark blue
jacket he withdraw an embossed card with his name on it and handed it
to Hanson. “If you hear from her please ask her to call me.”

“Mr. Moses?”

The man turned to
look at him. “She is a daughter to me and I would not like to
see her get hurt.”

He smiled slightly.
“Are you trying to tell me something?’

“I think it is
clear. I know your reputation with women and Amani is far too special
to be grouped in a clique. She deserves more, so if it is a fling you
want please look elsewhere.”

He inclined his head
mockingly. “I will keep that in mind.” With that he
strode from the room leaving his magnetic presence to lingering along
with the expensive cologne he wore! 


*****

Liam looked at the
man seated across from him. He had spent the afternoon trying to call
her again with no success and he was letting the frustration get to
him. He was also troubled by the fact that she had lied to him about
her name. Why the hell had she done that? 


“I need you to
be discreet,” he started without preamble, as he handed the
newsprint to him. Blake Williams was head of security for the
security firm that was a part of the vast holdings that was owned by
the Moses family. “And I need you to be the only one working on
this.”

“Of course,”
the former FBI agent told him softly. “What do you want me to
do?”

“Find someone.”
Liam waited until the man came over to the desk and pointed to the
picture of a smiling Amani next to him. The picture brought her
beauty into sharp focus and he found himself staring at each
exquisite feature. “Her name is Amani Smi–” He
shook his head. “Amani Lincoln. I just discovered her real
name.”

“And when I
find her?”

“Tell me where
and I will do the rest.”

Blake nodded and took
up the newspaper. “Do you have a number for her?”

“It’s no
longer in service.”

“I will need
it.”

Liam reached for his
phone and searched for the number, handing it to him for him to write
it down. “How long do you think?”

“Give me a
couple of days or maybe a week, but no longer.”

“Thanks.”
Liam nodded, feeling the sense of relief going through him. He had no
idea what he was going to say to her when he found her but he just
knew that he had to!

*****





“Hanson?”
she sounded breathless as if she had just been involved in a very
hectic activity, which she confirmed immediately. “I just got
back from my run.”

“How do you
find the place?”

“Very remote,”
she told him with a laugh. 


“Your friend
came looking for you.”

Amani felt her heart
slamming against her ribs. “When?”

“He left an
hour ago. I was going to call you straight away but I got tied up. He
is very determined to find you darling.”

“What did you
tell him?”

“I told him
your real name and that you are like a daughter to me. I also implied
that it was something that he did that made you run away.”

“Why would you
do that?”

“To throw the
blame onto him. When he eventually finds out about the painting which
I am sure will happen, he is not going to think to look to you.”

“That should
not happen for a long time, if ever. The one you gave me to replace
the original was pretty damn perfect.”

“Except that it
was not the original and if I know collectors like Liam Moses, I also
know that the painting is appraised ever so often to make sure that
it is still the original.”

“What are you
saying?”

“I am saying
that I can bet you that Liam Moses is now looking to appraise every
painting the foundation owns. You are a woman he met and one who
insisted on him taking you to his apartment, so after the glow of the
amazing sex you two shared has dimmed somewhat he is going to call
for an appraisal. When he does he is going to start putting two and
two together.”

“Thank you for
effectively ruining my day,” Amani said shakily.

“I am just
giving you the heads up darling.”

*****

“I cannot
believe that you are still going through with this,” Liam
complained as he leaned forward and kissed his sister on the
forehead. She had started nursing school in August and by all
indications it appeared that she was enjoying it. She had also
insisted on staying on campus like a normal student. She had to fight
to not let her name overshadow what she wanted to do and for the
other students to take her seriously. That was why she had told her
brother not to come and visit her there. She had slipped away to have
lunch with him at an exclusive restaurant in town. 


“I am.”
her eyes scoured his face and noticed the strain against his eyes.
“What’s wrong?”

“Other than you
breaking my heart with this nonsense of wanting to become a public
servant?” he asked her dryly as he nodded to the hovering
waiter. “Why, nothing of course.”

“You have not
been seen with anyone new, Liam.”

“Ah so instead
of studying and doing assignments you have been following social
media.” His tone was light and amused but it did not fool her.
“I am taking a break and concentrating on self-improvement.”

Lorelei laughed at
that. “You are funny. What is the real reason?”

“I met someone,
and she broke my heart,” he told her with an amused lift of his
thick brows.

“That is even
funnier. Okay, so don’t tell me.”

“I won’t,”
he assured her as he leaned forward. “How are you darling? Are
they treating you the way a Moses should be treated?’

“I do not want
special treatment and I have been trying to make them understand
that.”

“How are you
succeeding at that?”

“A little bit
at a time. I have made friends who do not care that my last name is
Moses. Do you know how frustrating it is to be recognized every time
you walk into a classroom?”

“It never
bothered me. As a matter of fact I thrived on it. Girls used to
clamor to take notes for me and some even offered to do an entire
course if I slept with them. I refused of course, because as much as
it would have been convenient I would not have gotten the
satisfaction of knowing I worked for the grade.”

“You are
incorrigible!” his sister said with a laugh.

He lifted one slender
delicate hand and studied it for a moment. “I cannot believe
that you will be dissecting disgusting animals and handling people’s
wastes,” he said with a shudder. “You are breaking my
heart darling.”

“You will get
over it.”

*****

The valuator examined
the painting again, a furrow on his brows. He had done it three times
already and was now making sure before he raised the alarm. It was an
almost perfect copy of the original and if he was not an expert in
his field he would have missed the signs. He settled back against the
chair and stared off into space, wondering how he was going to tell
Liam Moses of the switch! He looked up as Liam strode into the office
that had been loaned to him so that he could do his work. He had
appraised all of the paintings in Liam’s apartment, the ones in
the manor where his mother and sister resided and also the ones that
had been loaned to the museum recently. He had done the appraisal a
month ago and had found nothing wrong! His expression became pensive
as he braced himself to tell the news.

“Are you
finished?” Liam asked, as he went to pour a cup of coffee from
the dispenser in the large conference room.

“Yes,”
the man said tensely, causing Liam to look at him. Mikhail Gerard was
a small, part French and part German man who always had an intense
look on his lined face, his gray hair standing on end as if he was
constantly combing his hair through the thin strands. 


“What is it?”

“The Renoir
from your apartment is a fake.”

“That’s
not possible.”

“I appraised it
two months ago to the day, as I always do. It was in July, the second
week and I did it right here and everything was fine.”

“I know that,”
Liam said impatiently as he put away his coffee and strode over to
the table to take a look at the painting. He had kept it inside his
bedroom for months and had decided to donate it to the museum, but he
had wanted to valuate it first. “It looks fine to me.”

“Look closer.”

Liam pulled out a
chair and turned the painting towards him, admiring the colors and
the symmetry of the painting. He could not see anything that
indicated it was not the Renoir that had been hanging from his wall.
But he knew that Gerard knew what he was doing and was never wrong.
“How do you know?”

The man pointed out
the tiny flaws. “The brush stroke is wrong and the colors are
darker. I have studied Renoir for years and I know his style. Believe
me when I tell you Mr. Moses, this is not Renoir.”

Liam sat back against
the chair stunned! The painting cost a fortune and it was more than
just the money! It was the fact that someone had broken into his
apartment and stolen the art, having enough time to replace it with a
fake. He never allowed anyone into his apartment except a few close
friends, and he trusted them completely. There had been no break ins
that he knew about, and it would have been difficult considering that
his place was like a fortress. And nothing else was missing as far as
he was concerned. No one had been to his apartment – that is
except… he sat back against the chair as a thought hit him. No
one except her! She was the only one who had been there once, and she
had insisted on him taking her there. Now she was conveniently
missing! It had been three days since Blake had been searching down
leads that led to nowhere. Son of a bitch! If he was not so furious
he would be laughing right now at the clever way she had gotten to
him. She had seduced him and had made him behaved like a lovesick
fool, stringing him along until she got what she wanted, with only
one intention in mind! To steal from him! The rage exploded inside
his brain and he had to take deep breaths to calm down.

“Mr. Moses?”

He forced a smile to
his stiff lips. “Let’s keep this between us for now. I
will deal with it.”

“Of course sir.
What do you want me to do with this?” He pointed at the
painting.

“Leave it
there. Thank you.” He waited until the man had left before he
walked over to the cabinet and poured himself a glass of whiskey,
downing it and almost choking as the fiery liquid touched his throat.
That scheming bitch! She had played him for a fool, pretending that
she was attracted to him when all the time she was hatching a plan to
get the painting. He did not have to wonder where she had gotten her
information about it from! His entire apartment had made the spread
in some god dammed society magazine and every item of furnishing,
every piece of jewelry and art had been highlighted. The bitch had
played him well and had used her delectable body to trap him. He had
been a fool who had fell for the oldest trick in the book. What was
worse was that he had used resources to hunt her down like a lovesick
fool! 


“When I get my
hands on her!” he swore viciously and poured another drink but
this time he sipped it slowly, his brain already jumping ahead. He
was going to turn her over to the authorities as soon as he choked
the life out of her! No, he shook his head because even now knowing
what she was and how she had used him, his treacherous body still
craved hers, so before he turned her over to the authorities he was
going to use her body ruthlessly and slake his thirst before he did
that. He was going to take his time and use that delectable body over
and over again until he tire of her and then he would set her loose
to rot in jail! He slammed the glass down onto the counter, striding
out of the room he called Blake. “Any word?”

“Not yet.”

“Double your
efforts. I don’t care if you have to work night and day, spare
no expenses and find her Blake!” he snapped, his body tense and
angry. “And when you do, find me no matter the time of day and
I will come and take it from there. Make sure she does not see you or
suspect that you are looking for her. I want the element of surprise
to be on my side. And ignore the lead I gave you in terms of the
gallery. I have a feeling that the owner lied to me about not being
in touch with her and I do not want him warning her that we are
looking for her.”

Liam hung up from him
and went into his office, slamming the doors behind him, his body
vibrating with an anger so powerful that he had a hard time
containing it! He walked over to the window and looked down at the
vehicles that looked like tiny moving specks as he planned delicious
ways to get his revenge!





Chapter 10

“I found her.”


“Where?”

“A very tiny
place known as Mount Eagles. The cabin is pretty isolated and she
runs every morning and every evening. That’s pretty much the
only thing she does outdoors. She has not been in town since she got
there a couple weeks ago.”

“Give me the
directions.”

“Do you want me
to do anything else?’

“No. I will
take it from here.” Liam hung up the phone and leaned back in
his chair. It had taken a little more than a week for Blake to find
her and with each passing day he had found his rage increasing! Every
time he had looked at the fake painting, that he had taken back to
his apartment with him, he had felt the rage taking over. But along
with that had been the remembrance of the night they had shared in
his bed and he had felt the automatic response of his body to hers.
She had used him and stolen from him, and he still wanted her
desperately! He had tried to tear her out of his mind by going out
with other women but he had not been able to touch anyone since he
had made love to her, hell! Since he had met her! So when he made his
appearance in Mount Eagles, he was going to have his way with her.
This time he would be the one using her and when he was done he was
going to leave without a backward glance. He was going to spend a few
days with her, ravishing her body, or maybe it would be a week. Blake
had said that the cabin was isolated and that suited him fine. He
would spend the days using her delectable body and then after he had
slaked his thirst he would turn her over to the authorities and be
done with her! That bitch! He thought viciously. She was going to rue
the day she ever thought of using him like that!

*****

Amani did not see him
until she had turned into the gateway of the cabin. Liam leaned back
against the chair on the porch, his long legs stretched out in front
of him, his hands buried in the pockets of his dark blue cashmere
coat. Blake had told him that the place was cold, even though it was
only the ending of September and fall had not quite set in yet. Liam
had driven through the town and admired the quaintness of it. The
place reminded him a little of Fallen Oaks, where his friend Timothy
had made his home, but this place was so small that it was like a
little speck on the map. And it was perfect for hiding out. He
wondered where she had found it and also wondered if it had been in
her plans from the beginning. Seduce and rob him and then disappear.
Did she think he would not have found out? Or had she hoped that when
he did, he would not have suspected her? He would have been so
besotted that he would never dream that she would do a thing like
that!

Her head was down and
her supple and shapely body was encased in a gray and black figure
hugging bottom and a top that exposed her midriff. In disgust, he
felt his body tightened as he stared at her, as she dropped to her
knees and retied the lace of her sneakers before straightening up.
That was when she saw him sitting on the porch. He smiled grimly at
the look of shock and panic on her beautiful face and saw when she
turned as if to run. “I would not recommend it darling,”
he rolled to his feet and came to the edge of the porch. “I
assure you I am not in the mood to go racing after you but I will if
I have to. Come on up, we really need to talk.”

Amani made her way
slowly along the short cobbled driveway, her heart hammering inside
her chest as she looked at the tall dark figure standing on the
porch, an unreadable expression on his face. What was he doing here?
And how did he find her? Hanson had not called to tell her that he
had found out about the painting. Amani wondered if in fact he had
come to find her because of the night they had shared together! Her
heart raced at that! She had spent so many nights missing him that
seeing him right now made her body ache!

“What are you
doing here?” she asked as she came up the steps and moved pass
him. Her eyes went to the overnight case on the ground and she turned
to face him. 


“I decided that
I would invite myself for a visit.” His eyes met hers as she
looked back at him. “Are you going to invite me in?”

She hesitated a
moment and then fished the key out of the tiny pocket on her top. She
opened the door and he picked up his case and walked in behind her.
“Very cozy,” he murmured as he scanned the place. She did
not move any further but turned to face him, her hands folded over
her breasts.

“I did not see
a car.”

“That’s
because I had someone drive me here. Where is the bedroom?”

Amani looked at him
startled. “Are you serious?”

He stared at her,
interpreting what she was thinking and laughed, the sound mocking. “I
am not ready for that yet darling. We have some things to talk about
first.”

“You cannot
stay here.”

“Why not?”

“It is not my
place.”

“I am sure the
owners would not mind me being here. Why don’t you call and
find out?”

She turned and walked
away from him and he followed her into the kitchen. “I already
told you that I did not want to see you again–”

“I got that
darling.” He took off his coat and slung it carelessly on a
chair in the corner of the room. He sat on a stool at the counter and
watched as she put the kettle on. The outfit she had on was molded to
every curve of her body and he felt himself hardening much to his
disgust. He had seen her coming from the opposite direction and had
felt the murderous rage dimming somewhat! That was not acceptable!
“But I am so used to having my own way that I could not very
well accept that. I decided to come here to persuade you that we
should pick up where we left off.”

“That’s
not going to happen!”

“Why on earth
not?”

“I am no longer
interested,” she lied, as she turned and remove the whistling
kettle from the flames. He noticed that she only took out one cup and
did not offer him anything as she poured the water over the pouch.

“But I am and
that is what is important.”

She looked over at
him. “Don’t you have enough women falling over themselves
to be with you?”

He inclined his head.
“But for now I only want you.”

She sat abruptly on
the stool opposite to him and cradled the cup with her long fingers.
“That’s too damned bad because I am done.”

“Fair enough,”
he got off the stool and started out of the room. Amani felt the
relief and dismay vie inside her, as she watched him leave and forced
herself to sit there. She heard the front door open and close, and
felt her body tremble as she thought of him leaving without a fight.
She should not have said anything to him. She should had walked into
his arms and let him make love to her one last time and then she
would disappear again, this time to Paris or to another larger
country where he could not find her! When she had seen him sitting
there on the porch she had thought for one sickening moment that he
had discovered her duplicity and had come to find her. But he would
have brought the authorities with him, so she had dispense with that
thought immediately. He had cared for her enough to come and find her
to rekindle things between them and she had let him go! But he had
said that he did not have a car, so how could he leave? She put the
cup down and went swiftly to the front door and opened it, looking
out. He was not outside or anywhere around and she closed the door
dejectedly and went into the direction of the bedroom. She turned the
light switch on and her heart slammed into her chest as she stared at
the man lying propped up against the pillows, his bronze and
beautiful body completely and magnificently naked! “I just
thought I would make myself comfortable,” he told her
mockingly. “Why don’t you join me?”

Amani walked towards
the bed slowly, her eyes riveted on his body, lingering on his
swollen sex. “I –I have to take a shower.”

“I don’t
mind the smell and taste of sweat.”

She stood at the side
of the bed and his gray eyes met hers. “Take off your clothes
darling.”

She did so
automatically, feeling the desire pouring through her body like
actual flames! He waited until she had divested all her clothes
before he reached out a hand and stroked it over her breast, watching
the nipple hardened as he teased it. He had decided that first things
first, he would use her body to slake the enormous thirst inside him
and then he would tell her the real reason he was there. He had
thought about talking to her but his desire for her had far
outweighed the need for him to have a conversation with her, and to
tell her his reasons for being here. He moved over and she climbed in
next to him. He turned and propping his head on his hand as he
studied her body, still glistening with sweat. “Why did you
run?”

She moved restlessly
under his smoldering look. “I knew you would not accept that I
only wanted one night.”

“Wasn’t
that a little extreme? Picking up and running away from your life
just to avoid me and prove a point?” He trailed one finger
between her breasts and down her flat stomach, causing the tremors to
start.

“There are some
things that you do not know about me.” She moaned as he forced
a finger into the dip of her navel.

“Like what?”
His finger was now dangerously close to her sex and Amani could feel
her body vibrating with need.

“My name is
Amani Lin-“

“Lincoln, I
know, the guy named Hanson at the gallery told me all that,” he
told her calmly. He did not want her to think that she could somehow
confess to areas of her life that she thought he should know. Truth
or dare was for much later! Much, much later! He thought as he bent
his head and ran his tongue over her lips. Her mouth opened
automatically and his tongue dipped in slowly and started teasing
hers. His fingers dipped inside her and he felt a jolt at the wetness
he found there, his fingers making slicking sounds as he eased into
the tight passage slowly. Amani’s fingers sought his muscled
arm and her fingers dug in hard as her body drifted towards his! He
delved further inside her mouth as he sought to deepen the kiss, his
body shuddering as the familiar overpowering passion took over and
his control started to slip! But he was determined to prolong it,
determined to draw from her raging response and prove to her that he
was the one in control now. When he was finished with her she would
be crying out his name and begging him to take her! He ended the
kiss, his gray eyes smoky as he stared down at her passion filled
face and her parted lips. “Liam,” she whispered.

He did not respond
but increased the pressure of his fingers, watching as her lips
parted and she started panting. Her clenched hands beat against his
hard muscled chest as she frantically moved her hips against his
fingers as he increased the thrusts. His thumb caressed the
protruding flesh and watched as her mouth opened in a low, long moan.
But he was not ready to give her release yet. He intended for her to
suffer not only for what she had stolen from him and the way she had
used him to do so, but for making him feel this way about her. Even
now, lying next to her naked body, he could not hate her and he could
not stop… wanting her! For that she had to suffer in the worst
possible way and when he was finished he was going to find other ways
to make her suffer as well! He pulled out of her just as she was
reaching for the peak and he did so slowly, lingering at the opening,
his fingers just inside her at the edge, denying her what she most
wanted! He pulled out slowly and as she watched with feverish eyes
she moaned. She watched him rub his fingers over the tip of his
engorged erection. He made a production of it, titillating her senses
as he used the same fingers he had thrust deep inside her over him,
then going down to slide the skin back and forth slowly. His gray
eyes lifted and he saw with satisfaction that she could not tear her
eyes away from what he was doing. It was killing him as well, not
being inside her, but he could deal with it! She dragged her eyes
away and looked up at him, her eyes begging him to take her, her body
moving unconsciously closer to his but he was not ready yet, not just
yet! He moved over her and rotated his hips slowly so that his
erection was just at her entrance, touching her mound, moving to
enter her briefly before pulling away just as she reached for him and
her legs lifted. Instead he started kissing her again, his tongue
delving into her mouth, plunging in and then out as he deepened the
kiss, the passion exploding between them and making her reach for
him, drawing him to her as her hands reached up and clutched his
shoulders, her nails digging into his taut muscled skin. By the time
his mouth left hers to kiss her chin and venture further down, Amani
felt as if she was on fire and that the fire would never be quenched!

His mouth continued
its descent and lingered at her quivering stomach before going
further down. By the time he reached her sex she was a quivering mass
of unadulterated passion and the feelings threatening to overpower
her was more than she could bear! His tongue touched the protruding
flesh and she screamed! Her body jerking madly as his tongue dipped
inside her. Amani’s fingers curled into tight fists on the
sheets, her body rigid as his tongue delve into her, thrusting slowly
at first and then increasing the pace as her hips jerked towards him.
He held her hips steady, lifting her as he continued to thrust his
tongue inside her. Amani beat her clenched fists on the bed, her head
moving from side to side as he continued his ruthless lovemaking. But
just when she reached the peak he stopped! “No!” the word
was torn from her throat as she looked at him accusingly, her eyes
feverish, her body so worked up that she could not stop
trembling!
“Do you want me darling?” his voice was
thick and he had to make an effort not to plunge into her right
there!

“Yes, please.”
She reached for him but he evaded her hands.

“How much?”

“God! Please
Liam, please.” She opened her legs and his eyes were drawn to
the wetness of her curls and her protruding flesh. He could feel the
passion exploding inside him and the aching stiffness of his
erection.

“Tell me how
much,” he insisted.

“I am going to
die if I don’t have you,” she whispered in an agonizingly
aching voice. “Please.”

“Good enough.”
He covered her body with his swiftly, plunging into her with one long
thrust, his fingers biting into her hips as he pulled her closer to
him. He looked down at her, his eyes stormy as he took her mouth in a
savagely, deliciously, brutal kiss as he started to move inside her,
the thrusts increasing as she moved beneath him. Liam felt the anger
and rage slipping away while he buried himself deep inside her. He
should not have insisted on making love to her before he told her
what he had wanted to. With her in his arms and buried deep inside
her he could not do anything but feel her and the emotions rocketing
his treacherous body was so much that he had a hard time remembering
that he hated her for using him or that she had stolen from him! All
he could feel was her incredibly sexy and passionate body beneath his
and her response to his lovemaking. And the fact that he had never
felt this way before in his entire life! He held her close as she
reached her peak, her body stiffening against his and her moans
captured deep inside his throat as he continued to ravish her mouth
with his. He came soon after her, spilling his seed deep inside her,
his body wracked with shudders as he emptied himself inside her!

He moved off her when
he found the strength to do so. The varying emotions that had
consumed him ever since he had met her and when he had discovered
what she had done and more so now that he had made love to her, had
him feeling weak and disoriented! He shifted and pulled out of her,
realizing to his extreme disgust and consternation that he was still
hard! He moved over to the pillows, put his hand underneath his head
and stared up at the plain wooden ceiling, staring at the dark
paneled wood with an absorption that indicated a fascination that he
was not feeling! He had come here breathing fire and with a firm
decision as to what he would do to her and it had gone horribly
wrong! He knew he was going to have to turn her over to the cops but
the thought of that made him feel so damned sick that his stomach
clenched! He could not bear the thought of her languishing behind a
jail cell and he could not just tell her that it was okay either. He
had no damned idea what to do!

“Liam?”
Her soft cultured voice dragged him from his reverie and he turned
his head to look at her. She had turned sideways to look at him, her
dark brown eyes bright and her lips swollen from the passionate and
highly erotic kisses they had shared. His gaze did not dare wander
further to her provocatively lush curves because he was already hard
for her. “Are you okay?”

He laughed harshly at
that. “How proud are you at this moment?”

“What?” A
frown creased her brows.

“Come now
darling,” he chided softly. “You must be congratulating
yourself on bringing me to heel. After all I am a man who has been
known to make women fall in love with him, without the slightest bit
of effort on my part, and somehow you have managed to achieve the
impossible. You must be extremely proud of yourself.”

“I don’t
know what you mean,” she told him, but avoided his eyes as she
looked at his chest.

“Do you know
why I tried to find you?” he asked her softly.

She looked back at
him. “Because you have a hard time taking no for an answer?’

He shrugged his broad
shoulders. “I do have a hard time taking no for an answer,”
he agreed. “But I have a harder time being made a fool of.”

He saw when she
stiffened and admired the effort she put into making her expression
noncommittal. “What do you mean?”

“Where is it
Amani?” His voice had gone dangerously soft and sent a shiver
sliding down her spine. 


“Where is
what?”

His hand moved with
such speed that she could not believe when it wrapped around her slim
throat and tightened, sending fear darting through her body. “Why
don’t we dispense with the games?” he insisted coldly.
“We both know that you stole the painting from my apartment and
you planned on doing it all along. We also know that when you
insisted on coming to my apartment, after you had me under your
spell, your only intention was of take the painting and replace it
with a very clever imitation. Do you know what I am going to do to
you?”

Amani felt paralyzed
with fear as she stared at his glittering gray eyes. “I can
explain– ”

“I don’t
believe you can but let’s hear it,” his voice was causal
and light as if they were just having a normal conversation, but his
hand was tight around her neck.

“I cannot
breathe,” she whispered.

His hand tightened
for a moment and then released her. She took several deep breaths and
rubbed her throat automatically as she sought to find the words to
explain to him what she had done. She could not involve Hanson in
this even though she had done it for him. She was going to face the
music all alone and hoped to God that the man who had made such
passionate and explosive love to her would show some mercy! But she
would have to retrieve the painting and that was going to prove
difficult!

“I am waiting
love.”

She swallowed and
weighed her words. “I saw the painting in the magazine and I
wanted it–”

“Try again,”
he told her mildly.

She hauled herself up
on the pillows and avoided his eyes. “I grew up in a group
home.”

“I already knew
that. You were rescued by Hanson when he took you in. That does not
explain why you stole a very expensive piece of art that was slated
to be shown at the gallery in December love.”

Her eyes flew to his
and widened. “I could not help it.”

“Where is it?”

“I already sold
it.”

His eyes narrowed as
he looked at her. “How did you manage to remove the painting
and replace it with the fake one?”

“I waited until
you were asleep.”

“I see,”
he said almost conversationally, rage simmering inside him as he
realized that she had made sure he was weak from the hours of
lovemaking and exhausted enough to fall asleep before she made her
move! “Is that the first time you have done something like
that?”

She avoided his eyes
again and Liam felt the pain of her unspoken admission tearing
through his body! “You have done this before.”

“Not like
this,” She whispered.

“Am I supposed
to feel flattered?” he asked her furiously. “I am the
first man you took to bed with you so that you could steal from him?”

She took a deep
breath and realized that it was time for a full confession,
regardless of the consequences! So she told him what she did for a
living and managed to leave Hanson out of it. 


When she was finished
he stared at her in shock! “You are a goddamned thief by
profession?” He felt sick to his stomach at that and wondered
how on earth fate was so cruel as to allow him to feel this way about
a common con artist!





Chapter 11

He felt the despair
and disbelief channeling through his body with such force that he had
to get away from her. This had been a gigantic mistake! He had made
an error in judgment in coming here and deciding to try and deal with
the matter on his own. He should have asked Blake to deal with it
himself, because it had taken just one look at her and had felt his
feelings churning and boiling inside his body. He had made love to
her and now it was even harder than before. He had fallen in love
with a woman he could never be with because of who she was! He was
Liam Moses and being who he was it would mean that anyone he was with
would be under the relentless scrutiny of the press! He got off the
bed and went to get the dark blue dress pants he had taken off, not
even bothering with his underwear or his shirt. Without another word
he strode from the room and into the kitchen. It had gotten dark
outside with a full moon bathing everything in its path. He foraged
through the cabinet and when he could not find what he was looking
for her opened the fridge and found a bottle of Chardonnay resting on
the top shelf. He pulled it out and without reaching for a glass he
opened the cork and put the bottle to his head, chugging down the
wine until he felt some sort of numbness inside him. He stiffened as
he heard her behind him and did not turn to face her.

“I want to know
what you plan on doing to me,” she said quietly.

He turned just then
and held the bottle in his hand like a weapon. His gray eyes raked
her body, clad in a thin t-shirt with the nipples outlined against
the material. “What do you think?”

“Please just
tell me.”

He put the bottle to
his head and slugged the wine before responding, but not the way she
wanted him to. “I hope you don’t mind,” he gestured
with the bottle which was almost empty. “I was looking for
something stronger.”

“I would like
to hear what my options are.”

His thick brows
lifted. “You think you have options?’

“So call the
authorities and get it over with.” Her tone was defiant but he
knew that she was scared. Good! He thought furiously. She should be
afraid.

“Not just yet,”
he said with an ironic twist to his lips. “When I found out
what you had done I made the plan to come here and use you however I
please.”

She stiffened at
that. “And then what?”

“And then I
will turn your beautiful ass over to the authorities.”

“I would prefer
you turn me over now.”

“You think you
have a choice darling?” he asked her coldly.

“I can get the
painting back,” she said desperately.

“You are going
to get the painting back, but in due time.”

“I am not
having sex with you so that you can exact some sort of sick revenge,”
she told him with flashing eyes. “You are going to have to rape
me.”

He laughed at that!
An ugly grating laugh that had her backing away from him. He slammed
the bottle down onto the counter and advanced slowly. Amani forced
herself to stay put, determined not to show him how frightened she
was. He was going to hand her over for her crimes and she wanted him
to get it over and done with. If he agreed for her to get back the
painting she would do so, try and convince Hanson to get it back and
be done with all this. But he would have to agree to do it that way
before. He was standing in front of her and her eyes latched onto his
muscled chest with their sprinkling of dark hairs before lifting her
eyes to his. He lifted her chin up, his gray eyes unreadable as he
studied her face. 


“You think I
have to rape you? Want me to prove that I don’t have to resort
to that?”

“Don’t
touch me,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”

“I don’t
what to,” he told her roughly, his fingers hard on her chin. “I
should be running away from you as fast as I can. You are a goddamned
thief Amani and I should be revolted and running the other way, but I
cannot seem to help myself. I want you! God help me, I want you so
much that I cannot help myself!” He bent his head and took her
lips in a bruising kiss that stung her mouth. She struggled for a
minute and then when his kiss softened she found herself clinging to
him and returning the kiss with a fervor that had him taking her into
his arms and deepening it, his fingers digging into her back. With a
tortured groan he lifted her and took her back to bed.

*****

She fell into an
exhausted sleep in his arms, her fingers curled on his bare chest and
his arm loose around her body. He had made passionate love to her,
the passion so frightening that it had exploded between them and had
them clinging to each other. He had made love to her again and spent
himself inside her, his body shuddering on top of her. She had fallen
asleep without them resolving what he had decided to do with her. He
could not tell her because he had no idea what to do. Each time he
touched her he went crazy with need and he could not stop touching
her! He had no idea what he was going to do or what he should do to
her. He could not hand her over to the cops because it would kill him
to do so, but he could not let her get away with what she had done.
Neither could he come to grips with who she was and what she did for
a living. He understood the need when she was growing up and had to
fend for herself and his heart twisted at her impossible childhood
,but she was a grown woman now with a college degree. She should have
found some other way to make a living for herself. She was beautiful
and resourceful, amazingly sexy and a thief! He could not have
anything to do with her! Even if she became his mistress she would be
hounded by the press who would want to know everything about the
woman he was seeing. His life was one big society page and the public
was always curious to know what he was up to. Ironically he had been
the one to help fuel their avid curiosity because of his way of life.
It would not take them long to find out who she was and when they did
they would never stop hounding both of them. He stared unseeing up at
the ceiling and wondered what to do. He had come expecting to stay a
week at most. After he had finished using her body he would just let
her go without a backward look and have Blake take over, but he now
knew he could not do that! He stared unblinking up at the dark wood,
his body stiff and so aware of her naked body sprawled against his
that he felt himself hardening! He closed his eyes wearily, no closer
to a solution than when he had gotten there!

*****

She woke up the next
morning disoriented, her body sated and wonderfully relaxed. She
stretched fully and then realized that she was missing something. Her
eyes flew open when she remembered the events of yesterday and last
night. She sat up quickly and looked around the room and did not see
him. She wondered frantically if he was gone and she would hear
pounding on the door, indicating that the police had come to get her!
She flew off the bed and hurriedly got dressed, pulling on a pair of
snug fitting jeans and a light sweater. She combed harried fingers
through her short hair and walked towards the kitchen, stopping at
the sight of the fully dressed man seated at the counter sipping
coffee and reading something on his device. He looked up as she
entered the room. “The coffee is still hot.” His voice
was pleasant enough and lulled her into thinking that whatever he had
decided it would work to her advantage. After all they felt something
for each other and knowing that he would surely be able to forgive
her and let them work something out!

“Thank you.”
She walked over to the pot and poured the coffee, coming over to sit
opposite him. She wanted to ask him what he was going to do but did
not want to bring up the subject.

“You are not
eating?” He lifted his eyes to look at her again. He had not
shaved and the fresh growth of hair on his face gave him a decidedly
earthy look. He was wearing a thin black cashmere sweater over faded
denims and his raw masculinity caused her body to quiver.

“I am not
hungry,” she admitted. “Would you like something?”

“I never
usually have breakfast.” He put the device away and gave her
his full attention.

“That is
something you have to learn about me, among other things.”

“Why is that?”

“You are coming
to live with me darling.” He almost smiled at the blanketed
shock on her exquisite face.

“What?”

“As a solution
to the problem we face I have decided that I will not turn you over
to the authorities. As a result of the passion we have with each
other, you will become my mistress until we tire of each other.”

“You must be
out of your damned mind!” she exploded.

He inclined his head
at that. “I think I very well might be.” He finished the
coffee. “We have half hour before my driver comes so I suggest
you use the time to pack up your things.”

“I am not going
anywhere with you!” she blazed. “I don’t care what
you do to me. Call the cops and turn me in damn you!”

“Come now
darling,” he said soothingly. “I am not that heartless. I
would prefer to have you at my beck and call and be able to use your
body however and whenever I have the need to do so.”

“I would rather
rot in prison!”

“As would
Hanson?” he asked her smoothly.

Amani stiffened as
fear darted through her. “He is not involved.”

“We both know
that is not true. You see I have been doing my own little
investigation, or rather the man I put on the job had been doing a
very thorough one. Did I mention that he was a former FBI agent? One
of the best I might add. Anyway, he has found out some very
interesting things about the man who rescued you. Things about the
gallery that I am sure he would not want brought to light. Very
explosive things that I am sure both of you would not want to come
out.”

“Why are you
doing this?” she whispered. “I already told you I am
going to get the painting back.”

“That’s
not enough,” he told her coldly. “You used me to get the
painting and that is not acceptable.”

“You know the
kind of person I am and you want me to be your mistress? Isn’t
that demeaning for you?” she sneered.

“It is.”
His mouth tightened at that. “But for the strangest reason I
still want you and cannot stop wanting you.”

“I am not going
to be your mistress.”

“It is either
that or Hanson finds himself in jail.” His tone brooked no
argument and Amani felt the trap closing around her helplessly. She
could have faced the music if she was the only one involved but she
could never do that to the man she considered to be her father! He
had taken her in and given her of himself in every way possible. She
owed him! 


“You bastard!”
she raged.

“I assure you
that I am very legitimate.” His expression hardened as he
stared at her. “And darling if you think of trying to disappear
on me again, kindly remember that I am having Hanson watched. Now go
and pack, like a good girl.”





*****

All through the five
hour journey back home she did not say anything to him. The car had
come a few minutes later during which she had packed her things and
made sure to lock up the cabin, refusing his help to take her bag
from her as the car came to pick them up and barely acknowledging the
driver as he greeted her and opened the door for her. Now she had
turned her head away to look out the window, deliberately jamming her
earphones in and plugging it into her phone to listen to music. He
had told her in an implacable tone that she should go home and pack
her things, after which they would go to his apartment. He had
refused to give her even a day to stay in her place because he did
not trust her as far as he could throw her! She had to find a way to
get out of this without putting Hanson at risk and right now she
could not come up with anything! He was not even interested in her
getting the painting back, telling her that it could wait for a
little while longer. He was only interested in punishing her! She had
no idea that she had fallen asleep until she felt the car come to a
stop. Opening her eyes she saw the familiar underground garage and a
guard hurrying to the car. She turned to him with a frown. “I
thought we were stopping at my place first.”

“I decided that
there was no reason we should not come straight here,” he told
her smoothly. “His eyes scrutinized her face. “You got
some rest, which is good because I made the call to tell my
housekeeper not to bother with dinner. Can you cook?”

“Go to hell!”
she told him succinctly as she got out of the car and stretched her
muscles.

He chuckled silently
as he got out and instructed the driver to grab their bags. He nodded
at the guard who handed him several messages before they made their
way to the private elevator that would take them up to his apartment.
Amani felt the twinge of familiarity and trepidation as she
remembered the last time she had been there. As they stepped out of
the elevator he sent her a look that told her that he was remembering
as well. He waited until the driver had left before he turned to look
at her, as she stood in the living room. “Don’t think of
stealing anything darling, I have no compunction against searching
every inch of your body.”

She glared at him and
walked off into the kitchen. He did not join her, fearing that she
would end up using one of the knives on him! He chuckled as he went
to the bedroom to take off his jacket and return some calls. He did
not fear that she would run away from him because the place was
locked up tight. He took his time to return the calls, including one
from his mother and another one from his sister. He called his mother
first and reassured her that he would be at the function on Saturday.
Then he called his sister. “What are you doing up sweetheart?
Shouldn’t you be getting your beauty rest?”

“I have not
heard from you in several days,” she complained. “Where
have you been?”

“I had some
things to take care of. Where is the fire?” 


“I missed
hearing from you and I wanted to talk to you.”

“Now you have
my attention darling, so talk.”

Amani stopped in the
doorway and listened to his indulgent tone and wondered who he was
talking to. She shook her head as she refused to acknowledge that the
emotion she was feeling was in fact jealousy! She hated him and that
was that! She stood there and watched as he rubbed a hand at the back
of his neck. Her eyes wandered over his muscled arm and his taut
back. If only he was not so damn handsome! She thought in despair.
And if only she did not want him so much!

His head lifted
suddenly and he saw her standing there, his gray eyes wandering over
her face and mesmerizing her. “I will talk to you later
darling,” he said and hung up the phone.

“Does she know
you are keeping me hostage inside your apartment?” she asked
him caustically.

“That’s
between you and me,” he told her with a mocking smile. “Have
you finished cooking?”

“I am not
cooking anything. I am not your maid and I am here under extreme
duress. You might get me to agree to be here with you but I am not
going to cater to your whims. You are wealthy enough to hire someone
to cook for you or order takeout. Pick one.”

Liam almost smiled at
her defiance. She was really a magnificent creature and even though
her situation was dire she was not bending in the least! “You
win this time. We will order takeout and sit in the living room and
have the meal. But next time I tell you to do something Amani, I
expect you to do it without argument. Is that clear?”





Chapter 12

“What am I
supposed to do when you are gone?” she demanded as she watched
him knot the striped tie at his neck. He had made love to her over
and over again last night, right in the living room after they had
finished their meal, and Amani had found that she could not resist
him even though she had tried. With one touch he had been able to
break down her resistance! It had been humiliating to know that he
had such control over her body and her emotions! She had called
Hanson to tell him that she was still at the cabin and that she was
okay, and she had done so while he watched her.

She had woken up this
morning to find that he was fully dressed in his an exquisite
charcoal gray suit that fitted his muscular frame to perfection. She
remembered him telling her that he was not the type to sit in an
office but when he had meetings he had to do so and dress for the
occasion. He turned to look at her, his gray eyes wandering over her
curves. He had insisted on her being naked in bed but at some point
during the night she had donned a light blue silk nightgown.

“I have told my
housekeeper not to come in until I tell her to, so you can do what
she usually does.”

“I am not a
maid.”

“No darling you
are worse, you are a thief.” Even saying the word made him
angry! He was shacked up with a damned thief and he could not send
her away. He didn't even have the will to let her go and retrieve the
painting and get her out of his life. He was addicted to her and it
pissed him off!

“And you are a
hypocrite.”

“Watch it
darling–”

“You think I do
not know your family’s history? You are not from a well-bred
bloodline as you like to pretend Liam. Your ancestors pillaged
helpless people to get what they wanted so that you can walk around
in ten thousand dollar suits and live in this exorbitantly expensive
showpiece.” There was a derisive twist to her lips as she
looked around his sumptuous bedroom contemptuously. “You stand
there playing judge and jury over what I do and I can see how
revolted you are to be with me, but you refuse to let me go. Why is
that? I have told you that I will retrieve the painting, but that is
not enough for you is it?” He stood there staring at her with
his throat working and a dark expression on his handsome face and did
not respond. “Answer me dammit!”

He strode forward and
Amani shrank back against the pillows in alarm. She had meant to get
a rise out of him and she had succeeded all too well! He grabbed her
by the arms and hauled her up to him, his eyes darkened to almost
black as he stared at her. “You are right,” he said
conversationally. “I am going to do what I should have done
when my man found you, turn you over to the authorities. But first I
am going to deal with Hanson and then I am going to grant you your
wish.” He released her so suddenly that she fell back onto the
bed, her eyes wide with fright! She scrambled off the bed and caught
him just as he was leaving the room. 


“Liam!”
She gripped his forearm to stop him from leaving. “Please leave
Hanson out of this. I – I will do whatever you want me to do,
just leave him out of it.”

He turned to look
down at her, determined to shrug her off and go and do exactly what
he had told her, but he was caught by her parted lips, the small nose
with the slight flare to the nostrils and the fine features of her
exquisitely beautiful face. He was in love with her! God help him! He
had fallen in love with a woman who would never walk next to him as
his wife. For the first time in his life he was gripped by emotions
of which he had no control and he had no idea what he could do about
it! He pulled away from her and stood there looking down at her, a
frown etched on his brows.

“Liam?”

“Why did you
choose me?” he asked her softly. “Why not someone else?
Surely there were countless men with expensive art you could have
chosen from, so why me?”

“Because you
had the best collections,” she admitted reluctantly.

“You have come
into my life and ruined–” He stopped abruptly, turning to
walk away from her. He felt the crushing blow of the problem facing
him and for the first time in his life he was stymied!

“Liam?”

He stopped just as he
reached the door. “I will let you know what I decide when I
come home later. In the meantime make yourself useful.”

Amani bristled at
that but wisely did not say anything!





*****

Liam sat in the early
morning meeting and listened with half an interest, his hand toying
with the paperweight on the table. The board met once a month to go
over the financial details of the company and the latest
acquisitions, as well as decide which charities they need to continue
to support or let go of. His mother was on the board and they, along
with Lorelei, held the controlling interests of the foundation that
had been established years ago by generations of Moses. The holding
was vast and far flung with treasures that defied description! Amani
was right, they had the best collections of jewelry and art around
the world and the general public was highly aware of that. He had
taken his wealth and status for granted over the years and had been
careless with it! There were people who were suffering in the world,
children abandoned by their own parents for one reason or the other
and left at homes filled with other unwanted children, not getting
the care they were entitled to! He had never thought of that before
and the fact that he was doing so now was because of the woman he had
left at his apartment. He had accused her of being a thief but he
admired her and craved her more than anything in his life. He looked
up surprise and realized that the meeting had come to an end. He sat
there and watched as the men filed out, his eyes going to the
sophisticated woman seated at the head of the table.

“You have not
said a word.”

“I was more
into listening,” he said idly.

“Will you be
attending the function on Saturday?”

He moved his
shoulders restlessly. “Do I have to?”

His mother looked at
him in surprise. “You never passed up a party darling and yes,
you are required to be there. Are you okay?”

“I am asking
myself the same question,” he said with a wry smile. “I
will be there Mother.”

“Your sister
will also be there. She said you spoke to her yesterday.”

“I did.”
He got to his feet and took off his jacket, loosening his tie in the
process. “I hate these things,” he muttered.

“Your father
believed in dressing for the part,” Lillian said with a laugh
as she watched her son stride over to the cabinet to pour some
coffee. She also noticed that he stood there staring into the cup
without taking a sip. “He also would have known what to say to
you at this point.”

He turned to look at
her and his expression cleared. “At what point?”

“Something is
troubling you darling and I wish you would tell me what it is.”

He smiled at her and
sipped the coffee. “Nothing that a party on the yacht won’t
cure.”

“You have not
had one in weeks.”

That’s because
I have been caught up in a situation that is beyond me! He thought
bitterly. “I intend to remedy that pretty soon.” He
finished the coffee and took his jacket from the back of the chair.
“I have some things to deal with, Mother.” He walked over
to her and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I will see you on
Saturday.”

He summoned Blake as
soon as he went into his office and the man came within minutes. “I
want you to do a thorough investigation.”

“Who is the
subject?”

“Amani
Lincoln.”

If the man was
surprised he did not show it. “How much do you want to know?”

“Everything.
From the time she was born until now.”

Blake nodded. “How
soon do you want this?”

“Yesterday,”
Liam said grimly. “Thanks.”

Blake got to his
feet, knowing that he was dismissed. Liam waited until the man had
closed the door before he reached for his phone and made a call.

“Are you busy?”

“I run a
billion dollar company so that question is an incredibly stupid one.
But I am never too busy to talk to you.”

“I am
flattered,” Liam said dryly. “How is Robyn and my
princess Talia?”

“As a godfather
to my daughter you are quite good when it comes to showering her with
expensive gifts, but your presence would be more welcome. At least
Adam visits and calls at least once a month.”

“Adam has time
on his hands.”

“And you
don’t?”

“Is she mad at
me?”

“She is too
young to be mad at you and you have a way of charming the ladies,
including my wife. It’s pretty nauseating.”

Liam laughed at that.
“You are just jealous.” He paused and then continued. “I
have a problem.”

“Liam Moses
with a problem. That’s a new one.”

“Cut it out
man, this is something that I have no idea what to do about.”

“What is it?”

“I met
someone.”

“You are always
meeting someone Liam and that has never posed a problem before.”

“This time it
does. She is an unusual woman Timothy.”

“How unusual?”

“She is a con
artist.”

There was a pause as
that bit of news was digested. “What do you mean by that?”

Liam explained the
details.

“So I take it
you did the right thing and handed her over to the authorities.”

“I did the
wrong thing and she is now stashed inside my apartment.”

Another pause, this
time longer. “What are you doing?”

“I am being
judge and jury,” he said wryly.

“To what end?
And for how long?”

“I cannot let
her go man, each time I tell myself that it is time to let her go I
cannot do it.”

“Wait a minute!
Are you in love with her?”

“Bingo!”
he said bitterly. “I cannot be with anyone else and that has
been the case since I first met her. She consumes me Timothy and I
have no idea what to do about it. She said she would get the painting
back so that I could let her go and I am refusing because I do not
want her out of my life. I have become you and Adam and the other men
I used to scoff at! How is that for justice?”

He noticed that
Timothy did not laugh and he was happy about that! He was not sure he
could stand to hear his friend reduced to amusement at his
predicament. “You cannot keep her locked up in your apartment,
man.”

“I know,”
he sighed. “I have to make a decision about her soon.”

“What will it
be?”

Liam ran a hand on
the back of his neck wearily. “I have no clue. I cannot marry
her–” He laughed harshly at that. “Here I am
thinking about marriage for the first time, to the one woman I can
never be married to! How pathetic is that?’

*****

“You are
quiet,” Robyn handed over their six-months-old daughter to her
husband as she searched his ruggedly handsome face. He had come home
earlier than usual and had walked straight into the nursery to help
her with Talia. They had hired a nanny but they preferred to put
their little girl to bed themselves whenever they were at home.
Timothy wrapped his free arm around his petite wife’s frame and
dropped a kiss on top of her head. He had fallen in love with her the
moment she had plowed into him while they were both jogging and it
had only increased with the time he spent with her. He could never
see his life without her and he shuddered to think of being without
her and their beautiful daughter.

“How about we
take a seat?” He pulled her over to one of the comfortable
lounge chairs in the nursery and kept her at his side. Their
daughter’s eyes were closing and very soon she would be fast
asleep. “I spoke to Liam today.”

“I hope you
told him that he is the worst godfather and that we are mad at him,”
Robyn said huffily.

Her husband spared
her a wry glance. “I did not tell him that because as soon as
you and Talia see him, it is a different story. He has both of you
wrapped around his little finger and I am quite annoyed by that.”

Robyn leaned over and
gave him a kiss on his lips. “It’s just that he is too
charming for his own good. But I promise that when I see him next I
am going to give him the cold shoulder.”

“As if you
could,” Timothy said without rancor. “But I doubt we will
be seeing him for a while.” As briefly as possible Timothy told
her what his friend had told him. His wife looked at him in shock and
then taking their daughter out of his arms she went to put her inside
her cot, pulling the blanket over her, lingering there for a moment
before coming back to join her husband.

“I always knew
he was going to fall in love one day and be forced to change his way
but I never dreamed–” she shook her head.

“Neither did
I.” Timothy pulled her into his arms and stroked her hair. “He
sounded so confused and scared darling. I have known Liam for years
and I have never heard him sounded like that. He genuinely does not
know what to do.”

Robyn put her hand on
her husband’s chest and inhaled his scent, her body infused by
the warmth and the obvious love he had for her! “He will figure
it out darling. He is Liam and he is going to figure it out
eventually.”

*****

He was almost tempted
not to go straight to his apartment. He had loitered at the office
building until after six and had deliberately not called her for the
entire day, telling himself that he wanted her to suffer through the
uncertainties of not knowing where she stood or what he was going to
do with her. But he was avoiding hearing her voice, even though he
wanted to, and had reached for the phone countless times to check up
on her. The place was quiet and for a minute he thought she had found
a way to escape him. He felt his heart thundering inside his chest as
he made his way into the kitchen where there was a meal inside the
warmer, and then into the suite of bedroom that was his. He walked
out and headed into the living room, stopping as he saw her lying on
one of the sofas, her head propped up on some cushions. She was fast
asleep, with one hand dangling near the carpet. She was wearing denim
shorts and a loose top that had shifted and was exposing parts of her
breasts. He walked over to her slowly so as not to wake her and
hunkered down to stare at her. She has such flawless skin! He thought
as he stared at her exquisite features. Her skin reminded him of
coffee and cream and her mouth – he closed his eyes because ehe
could feel himself harden as he stared at her slightly parted lips.
She snored slightly, he thought indulgently. He had spent nights
listening to her when he could not sleep. He could not look at her or
think about her without wanting her and that was the problem. Each
time he thought about letting her go he balked at the idea and found
himself panicking at the thought of never seeing her again! He got to
his feet abruptly and reaching for a throw blanket he pulled it over
her carefully. He stood there looking down at her for a moment before
turning and heading out of the room to go and take a shower.

*****

Amani woke up a few
minutes later to find a blanket thrown over her. She had been
watching something on television and had felt the weariness invading
her body. She had been on tenterhooks all day waiting to hear what
Liam had in store for her and had blasted him to hell for putting her
through this emotional trauma! She had not dusted or done any
housework as he had arrogantly ordered her to do, but had spent most
of the time examining the paintings on the walls and admiring them.
She had told him that his apartment was exorbitant but she admired
the richness of the furnishings and the unique design. The only thing
she had done was made dinner in that delightfully modern kitchen and
had ate at the counter, refusing to wait on him like some wife or his
mistress, because she would never be either! She also refused to
acknowledge the pang inside her that eventually he would let her go
and she would never see him again! He had gotten under her skin, deep
underneath and she could not shake him, could not resist him and
could not stop herself from feeling what she did about him! Removing
the blanket she got to her feet, determined to find out what his
decision for her was. She found him in the bedroom and stopped as she
stared at his bare chest. He had obviously just taken a shower and
had a towel wrapped around his trim waist and one rubbing the
moisture from his dark hair. He looked up and saw her standing there.
“You are awake,” he said stating the obvious.

“You did not
call me today,” her mouth went dry as he dropped the towel he
had been using on the carpeted floor and removed the one from his
waist. Her eyes flew to his pubic area and saw when he hardened! Her
eyes flew to his face and saw the anger there. She had to just look
at him to make him hard and he was furious at his obvious lack of
control! “You mean like a lovesick boyfriend?” he jeered
as he walked towards her.

“I meant like
someone who has a decision to make.” She backed up a step and
stopped as he continued to stalk her. 


“I have made a
decision, love.” He reached out and gripped her arms.

“What is it?”
She refused to touch him!

“I am keeping
you.”

Her eyes widened and
she laughed. “You do realize that I am an actual person, don’t
you?”

“I am well
aware of that, frustratingly so.” He pulled her closer to him
to make his point and Amani could not stop the moan coming from her
throat as she felt his bare skin. “But I cannot seem to stop
wanting you darling. I cannot seem to get you out of my system and
it’s frustrating me to hell! I cannot think about anything else
but you!” He stopped talking as he stared down at her. “I
want you so damned much that I am aching from it!” He dragged
one of her hands down between their bodies and she closed her hand
around the thickness of him, her body trembling. “I want you
now, I want you all the time darling,” his voice had dropped to
a whisper. “What the hell have you done to me?” his voice
was almost incoherent as his lips moved closer to hers. “Tell
me how to stop wanting you dammit, just tell me.” His mouth
closed over hers with a swiftness that took her breath away! She was
still holding him, her fingers wrapped around him, her body pressed
against his as her mouth opened to his. His words had sent her
emotions spinning out of control and as she touched her tongue to
his, the passion between them exploded! With a deep tortured groan he
deepened the kiss, his fingers digging into her back as he moved his
lips over hers, his body shuddering against hers. Without breaking
the kiss he lifted her into his arms and took her to the bed!





Chapter 13

“I thought you
did not want to be seen with me?” she demanded as she got
dressed in the outfit he had ordered for her.

“You have been
cooped up in here for almost a week now, so I thought you could use
the break,” he told her as he ran the brush over his thick dark
hair. He had showered with her and had ended up making love to her
against the tiles, his body driving into her with a force that had
her clinging to him for support! He had left her earlier to go to the
club and had ended up coming back earlier just to be with her.

“How thoughtful
of you!” she said coldly as she turned to look at herself in
the mirror! The dress was a turquoise shift that draped over her from
breast to ankles and did not leave room for underwear. It sparkled
and shimmered each time the lights caught it and she had to admit
that it was the loveliest gown she had ever worn! He had given her a
slender gold chain with a teardrop diamond suspended, nestling in her
cleavage. Her hair had grown somewhat and needed clipping but she had
brushed it back from her face and it suited her immensely. Diamond
knobs were at her lobes, also a present from him, and her makeup was
flawless. Black strappy sandals completed the outfit.

“You look
stunning.” He ignored her comment and turned her to face him.
“Anyone looking at you would mistake you for a proper lady and
not someone who robbed people for a living.”

She pushed at him but
he refused to budge so she stood in the circle of his arms and stared
at him, her eyes blazing.

“Do you only
steal from private homes or are you not discriminate?’

“Bite me!’
she told him rudely.

He laughed at that
and pulling her into his arms he whispered, “As you wish
darling.” And before she realized what he was doing he pulled
the bust of her dress down and bit her nipple lightly, causing her to
scream! He let her go immediately, a mocking look on his handsome
face as she pulled her dress back up and glared at him.

“Be careful
what you wish for,” he told her tritely as he went to get her
coat. “Let’s go darling, we are late.”

*****

The hotel was already
teeming with people who had come out in aid of the cancer support
function! Liam kept her hand firmly in his, even though she tried to
pull away from him several times. He could see reporters swarming
around like parasites and knew that their pictures would be in the
papers by tomorrow, but he did not have time to worry about that now.
His eyes scanned the crowd and saw members of his club and their
wives amidst the crowd and also saw his mother and sister holding
court with several people, including the former First Lady who was an
avid supporter of the disease. He hesitated briefly and then made his
way over to them. Amani tugged at his hand and he stopped and looked
down at her, seeing the apprehension on her lovely face. “That’s
your mother and sister and that is the former First Lady. I am not
going over there.”

“You are
darling. I want to introduce you.”

“As what?”
she hissed. “The woman who stole from you and who you have
holed up in your apartment as leverage?”

“No as the
woman who is now my current mistress,” he told her mockingly.

“You are
actually going to say that to them?”

“No, but seeing
us together they will put two and two together and come up with the
correct answer,” he said with a sardonic smile.

“I am not
going.”

“You actually
do not have a choice.” He pulled her in his wake and did not
stop until they were right in front of the group of people. He
greeted the women first and then introduced Amani without going into
details.

“Nice to meet
you Amani,” Lillian held out a gracious hand and Amani took it.
“That’s quite an unusual name isn’t it?”

“Is it?”
Amani was simmering with resentment and did not have time for trivial
conversations. “I have no idea how I got the name considering
that it was pinned on my dress when I was left outside a group home
at six months old.”

Amani almost smiled
in satisfaction as the group of women stared at her in shock and the
man at her side stiffened in anger.

“I am sorry to
hear that my dear,” First Lady Melore Hawkins said in her
sympathetic tone as she looked at her. “So many children are
abandoned for one reason or the other. Have you ever tried to find
them?”

“I am not
interested,” she said shortly. “Now if you will excuse
me, I think I see a glass of champagne with my name on it.” She
pulled her hand away from Liam’s and walked away with them
staring after her.

“She is quite
an unusual woman,” Lillian said staring at her son.

“That she is,”
Liam looked at her with a quizzical expression on his handsome face.
He turned to eye his sister. “How about dancing with your
brother darling?”

Lorelei waited until
they were on the dance floor before she commented. “Who is she
Liam?” she asked her brother quietly. She had not missed the
way he looked at Amani and wondered about it.

“She is someone
I am seeing,” he told her lightly.

“I thought you
were not seeing anyone.”

“As it turns
out I am.” His head lifted and he searched for her, his mouth
tightening as he saw her dancing with an acquaintance of his, the
man’s arms tight around her waist.

“Liam?”

He forced himself to
look at his sister. “Yes?”

“She is someone
special isn’t she?”

“They all are.”
He looked over to where she was and saw when her arms went up and
around the man’s shoulders and saw when she laughed at
something he said. He was going to kill the bastard and drag her out
of here! He thought viciously, his arm tightening around his sister’s
waist unwittingly.

“Liam?”

“What?”
He turned his furious gaze on her and Lorelei hid her shock.

“You are
hurting me.”

He released her
abruptly, a contrite expression on his handsome face. “I am
sorry,” he muttered as he led her off the dance floor. “I
think I need a strong drink.” He led her back to where his
mother was and stalked over to the bar where Adam and Carlos were
seated.

“Bourbon and
make it a double,” he told the bartender before turning to the
two men. “No wives hovering at your sides?” he asked
sardonically as he accepted his drink.

“They gave us
leave to come and have drinks at the bar,” Carlos told him, a
faintly amused expression on his darkly handsome face.

“Something
tells me you are not drinking that because you are thirsty.”
Adam eyed the man’s surly expression in amusement. “Woman
trouble?”

“I don’t
have woman trouble for your information.”

“Is that so?”
Adam’s thick brows lifted and he turned to look at the
beautiful woman he had seen Liam walked into the room with. “So
I take it that the particular beauty whirling around for the second
time in Andrew’s arm has nothing to do with that murderous
expression on your face?’

Liam turned to look
at them and his expression became ominous. “That son of a
bitch!”

“I am your best
friend and you have not introduced her to me. What gives and where
have you been hiding her?” Adam demanded.

“In my
apartment.” He finished the drink and got to his feet. “Excuse
me.”

Both men watched him
leave. “Did he say in his apartment?” Adam mused.

“That’s
what I heard,” Carlos told him. “Why?”

“Liam does not
allow the women he is seeing inside his apartment.” Adam looked
over to where his friend had interrupted the dance and had pulled the
girl into his arms. “This is very interesting.”
 


Liam was simmering
with anger as he circled the dance floor. He had almost knocked the
man out as he refused at first to let go of Amani. “Does the
cave man antics work for you?” she asked him furiously, her
eyes flashing.

“Obviously,”
he told her tautly. “Did you make plans to meet up with him
later?’

“That’s
none of your business! You do not own me.”

“But I do,
darling! I own you until I no longer have the need for you,” he
told her coldly. He was jealous and had almost made a fool of
himself, all because she had been dancing with another man!

“Andrew wants
to take me to dinner,” she said sweetly. “I find him to
be quite attractive.”

“You will not
find him to be so attractive after I am through with him,” he
told her viciously, his fingers digging into her waist. “Did
you tell him what you did for a living?”

“I am a
reformed thief now, Liam. I am sure he will understand as soon as he
gets to know me better.”

“You think I am
letting you go?” His eyes glittered ominously as he stared down
at her. “You belong to me as long as I want you.”

“And I cannot
wait for the day when you decide that you do not want me again!”
she hissed.

“I wished it
was now,” his tone had dropped as he stared down at her. “I
wished I could get you out my life and never see you again. But I
can’t.” He released her abruptly and stood there staring
at her before he turned and left her standing on the dance floor.
Amani went over to grab a drink and watched as he smiled at a willing
and eager blonde who melted in his arms. She drank the champagne down
furiously and forced herself to look at him as he pulled the bitch
into his arms and simmered, as she put her head onto his chest. The
bastard! She grabbed another flute of champagne and drank it down
quickly, ignoring the warmth stealing through her body! She was on
her third glass and he was on the second dance with the bitch when
someone came over and stood next to her. She turned with the
intention of telling the person that she was not in the mood for
company when she realized who he was! Adam Whitmore was almost as
darkly handsome as Liam was and very recognizable. 


“I don’t
believe we have met.” He held out a hand to her and she took
it, charmed by his smile. “I happen to be friends with Liam,
the man you are quietly murdering with your eyes.”

She gave him a wry
smile. “Is it that obvious?”

“It is.”
Adam smiled as he admired her classic features. No wonder Liam was
hooked! She was a beautiful woman! “But he had the same
expression on his face when you were dancing with Andrew.”

“He thinks I am
his property,” she said darkly.

“I think it is
more than that,” Adam murmured as he turned to watch his friend
on the dance floor. Liam was obviously trying to pay her back for
making him jealous. “Where did you two meet?’

Amani laughed at
that! “You are his friend and he did not tell you?”

“Obviously
not.”

“You should get
him to tell you. It’s pretty interesting.” She grabbed a
flute of champagne from a passing waiter and drank it down.

“And you don’t
want to tell me?” He looked at her curiously.

“I think it
would be better coming from him.” She lifted her glass in a
toast. “Nice to meet you Adam.” He watched as she walked
over to another acquaintance and accepted his hand as he led her onto
the dance floor. This was going to be a very interesting evening!

Liam’s frown
darkened as he watched her in another man’s arms on the dance
floor. He had been dancing with Amelia to get back at her for making
him so murderously jealous but it had backfired on him. He had led
the woman back to the group and had ignored the invitation in her
eyes to do more than dance. Now he was standing at the dance floor,
torturing himself as he watched her dancing and laughing as if she
was having the time of her life! He drank the champagne moodily and
felt when someone came to stand next to him. “Why don’t
you go and drag her out of his arms?” Adam asked mildly. 


“She would
probably leave me standing in the middle of the dance floor” he
said dryly as he continued to watch her.

“She told me
that there is a very interesting story about how the two of you met.”

Liam turned to look
at him, his glance amused. “And she did not go into details?”





“She said it
would be better coming from you.” His eyes searched his
friend’s face. “Care to share?”

“No,” he
said with a shrug. “It’s complicated.”

“You don’t
usually do complicated.”

“And now I know
why.” He turned to look at Amani again and discovered that she
was not on the dance floor. He looked around the room and did not see
her and neither did he see Andrew. His hands clenched into fists.
“Where the hell are they? If he so much as touch her –”
Without completing the sentence he walked away from Adam, his stance
militant! 


“Good God!”
Adam muttered in shock. “I never thought I would live to see
the day.”

She was not in the
room! She had found a way to disappear and maybe with Andrew’s
help! When he found them he was going to rearrange his face and he
was going to chain her to his side! He was making his way out of the
room when he came up on her seated on the floor with her head held
back and her legs crossed. The relief tunneling through his body was
so great that he felt himself trembling! “Amani?” 


She tilted her head
up and looked at him. “Hi.” 


He hunkered down in
front of her and searched her face. “What’s wrong?”

“I think I may
have imbibed too much bubbly,” she ended with a hiccup and
actually giggled. “My head is swimming and I cannot walk
straight.”

“How many
glasses did you drink,” his voice was gentle and his expression
amused. 


“Five –
maybe six. I was pissed at you.”

“Why?”

“You seem to
bring out the very worst in me and I saw you dancing with that blonde
bitch and I wanted to murder you both so I drank instead.”

Liam felt the surge
of pleasure going through him at her words and actually smiled. “I
felt the same way when I saw you with Andrew.” His fingers
skimmed her cheek. “What am I going to do about you darling?”

“I don’t
know.” She shook her head and closed her eyes. “I want to
go home.”

“Home it is.”
He lifted her into his arms and cradled her as she put her head onto
his chest. He stood there for a moment before striding off to go and
get their coats, ignoring the startled expression of the girl who
handed him their coats. He took the keys from the valet and placed
her gently inside the vehicle, going still when she wrapped her hands
around his neck and bringing his head down to hers, she kissed him
with a longing that fired his blood and sent the desire racing
through his body! He reluctantly removed her hands from around his
neck and went around to his side. Within minutes of driving away she
was fast asleep!

*****

She was still asleep
when they got to the apartment and so he carried her in his arms,
placing her on the bed gently so as not to wake her. He took off her
shoes first and then eased her up slowly to take off her dress, his
fingers trembling as he looked at her naked body. He sat there
wanting to touch her, to explore every inch of her body. But he knew
that as soon as he did he would take her and she was sleeping off the
drunkenness of drinking too much champagne. He got to his feet
abruptly and went to find something for her to put on so that he
could avoid temptation. He chose a champagne colored nightgown out of
one of the drawers and slid it over her head before pulling the
sheets over her. He gently brushed back the hair from her forehead as
he stared down at her. He admired her spunk and her fierce
independence. She was not afraid of anything or anyone and he loved
that about her. He sat there for a moment before he got to his feet
and went to take off his clothes. He pulled on a pair of pajamas that
he intended to take off as soon as he got into bed and went into his
study to pour himself a drink. He went over to sit behind his desk,
his expression thoughtful. He loved her, and that much was obvious.
For the first time in his life he had fallen head over heels in love
with a woman and he was not able or even willing to fight it anymore.
He wanted her in his life and he knew the implications of that. He
also knew she was not going to agree to marry him. He no longer cared
about the damned painting! He just wanted her in his life and he was
not sure how to go about it! He could threaten her as he had been
doing before, but he did not want to propose to her like that. He
drank steadily and closing his eyes he leaned back against the chair.
First, he was going to have to tell his mother and sister before the
press delved into their lives and exposed everything!

*****

“I am dying,”
she moaned as she made her way carefully into the kitchen the next
morning.

“You are not
dying,” he told her dryly as he handed her a steaming cup of
coffee. “This will teach you not to drink too much.”

“Why thank you
Mother,” she said sarcastically and winced as she sat on the
stool.

“Would you like
some eggs?” he asked her innocently.

“Don’t
make me hurt you,” she told him darkly as she sipped the
coffee. He laughed and hopping off the stool he came around to kiss
the top of her head. 


“I have to go
out for a few hours, go back and get some sleep.”

“You are
leaving me here all by myself, knowing that I am dying?”

He took the cup from
her and placed it onto the counter, turning her to face him. His
hands cupped her cheeks and he bent to kiss her lips gently. “You
are most definitely not dying darling; if you were I would not leave
your side.”

She stared at him for
a moment, her eyes lingering on his lips. 


“Stop!”
he ordered raggedly.

“Stop what?”
she whispered as she lifted her hands and placed them on his chest,
feeling the warmth of his skin through the thin sweater he was
wearing. He had already showered and dressed, and she could not help
but admire how the snug dark blue cashmere looked on him. “This?”
Her hands crept beneath the material and encountered his skin,
pushing the material up as she let her fingers wandered over his taut
flesh and feeling the sprinkles of hairs there. “Or this?”
One hand drifted up and he inhaled sharply as she passed a nail over
his nipple. “Or this?” She lifted the sweater up, moving
her head so that she could touch his nipple with her tongue, tongues
of fire licking against his skin! 


“Jesus!”
He pulled the sweater over his hand and let it slide to the floor,
hands wandering over her back restlessly as she continued to use her
tongue on his bare flesh! But before long he hauled her up against
him! He had slept with her in his arms last night and it was torture.
He could feel her body against his but he was not able to do anything
about it! His lips took hers in a sizzling kiss that had her moaning
inside his mouth and her fingers clutching his muscled shoulders. 


She had no idea what
this was between them and did not what to think about it too much,
but she just knew that she could not stop wanting him! She tore her
lips away and begged him! “Please!” she whispered.
Without a word he lifted her into his arms and took her back into the
bedroom.





Chapter 14

“Her mother was
seventeen when she gave birth to her and died shortly after. Her
father was a white man, married without children of his own, and the
mother had been working for him and his wife. I don’t think he
ever knew that he had conceived a child with the maid. A cousin who
had been living with the mother was the one who gave the child up.”

“And the
father? Is he still alive?” Liam asked quietly.

“He died five
years ago from a tumor in the brain. He never had another child and
he never knew about Amani either. She has no living relatives, as the
cousin died a few years ago as well.” Blake told him. He looked
down at the report in his hands. “She had it pretty rough Liam,
moving from home to home and getting herself in trouble with the law,
but just little things like taking things from stores, mostly food
items, until Hanson found her and offered her a place to stay. You
know the rest.”

Liam nodded
thoughtfully. Blake got to his feet and handed him the folder. “I
have to say that I admire her. She beat the odds and even managed to
get herself a degree in college, coming in top of her class. She is
pretty smart.”

“She is.”
A smile came and went on his lips. “Thanks Blake.” Liam
watched the man leave and closed the doors behind him. Liam glanced
through the pages again and read the details for himself, his heart
twisting at what she had been through! Yesterday he had been about to
leave her and go to see his mother, but after taking her back to his
bed he had ended up staying with her, holding her while she slept on
his chest. Later he had ordered Italian for them and they had eaten
by the fire in the living room. Afterwards he had pulled her into his
arms, and they had watched something on television. He was doing
things with her that he had never done with a single person before.
She made him angry and she kept him on his toes. He was jealous if
she even looked at another man and he enjoyed sparring with her! She
was not afraid of him and the only reason she had not tried to get
away from him was because he had threatened the man she thought of as
a father. He was desperate to use that to keep her with him, but he
knew that she was beginning to suspect that he was no longer furious
with her! 


He took a deep breath
and leaned back in his chair. He had come in early this morning after
leaving her. He had gotten her up by making love to her in the early
hours of the morning, ignoring her sleepy resistance and never
stopped until she was participating in the lovemaking. He wondered if
she was on the pill, because it never dawned on him to use protection
and he hated to admit to himself that if she was pregnant, she was
going to have to stay with him. He could not bear the thought of her
leaving, but he was going to have to decide sooner or later. She was
right! He could not keep her locked inside his apartment and the
thought of her wanting to leave was playing havoc on his mind! He
could ask her to marry him! He could tell her that if she marries
him, he would not press charges against her and Hanson. He could tell
her that she would not have to retrieve the painting and that he was
willing to forget everything if she agreed to his proposal. He would
be technically blackmailing her, but he was desperate and he wanted
her, no – he needed her with him, but he also wanted her to
love him the way he loved her. He knew that she was fiercely
attracted to him, that much was obvious because they could not keep
their hands off each other! But he wanted her to love him, to want to
be with him without strings attached! He was not used to this! Was
not used to trying to get a woman to love him and want to be with
him, it was usually the other way around and he was scared out of his
mind! But first he had to tell his mother and sister the whole story
before the press got a hold of it!

*****

Amani prowled the
length of the living room restlessly, straightening the silk cushions
on the sofas several times before she was comfortable with the way
they were, and then rearranging them again until she realized what
she was doing. She had called Hanson earlier and had almost told him
what was going on, but she did not want him to worry and she did not
want him involved. She had to find a way to get away from Liam! She
was no longer just attracted to him but had started to feel something
more. For the past few days she had been fervently wishing that she
was free to be with him, wishing that she was a different person and
the circumstances were different, so that she was free to feel and
put a word to what she was feeling! But it was not! She had seen the
pictures in the magazines that had been sent up to his apartment, the
ones that a very avid reporter had taken just as they walked into the
ballroom of the hotel. The caption speculated on the nature of their
relationship while wondering who she was! There had been several
other pictures with him dancing with that blonde and one where they
had been standing with his mother, sister and the former First Lady.
If she was seen with him again, the reporters were going to start
digging into her life to try and find out who she really was, and she
could not afford that. She had to get away from him somehow! She sank
down on one of the sofas and buried her head in her hands, in
despair, as she thought about not seeing him again!

*****

Liam glanced at his
watch discreetly for the third time as he sat waiting for his mother
to show up. She was ten minutes late for the sudden luncheon
appointment he had planned, and he was impatient to get back to his
apartment to tell Amani of his plans. He expected some resistance,
but he was not going to take no for an answer! He got to his feet
just as she made her way to their table and signaled the waiter to
bring the juice she always had whenever she came to the exclusive
restaurant. 


“I am sorry I
am late darling, but I had committed to a meeting before you called,
and it ran late.” She lifted her cheek for his kiss before
sliding into the chair. She waited until the waiter had come with the
freshly squeezed lime water and then turned to look at her son. “You
sounded urgent over the phone. Everything okay?”

“We will eat
before I tell you what is going on. I ordered the grilled chicken, is
that okay with you?”

“Of course,”
Lillian told him, wondering what was so important that he had to meet
with her immediately. They talked about casual matters and she filled
him in on his sister’s progress as they enjoyed the meal placed
before them. “She seems to be doing very well and coping.”

“So, there is
no chance of us hoping that she will come to her senses and give up?”
Liam asked with an indulgent smile.

“Early days
yet,” his mother said with a gentle smile. They finished the
meal and Liam waited until the table had been cleared before he spoke
again. “You met Amani Lincoln at the function.”

“Yes,”
Lillian sipped her drink and stared at him. “I am assuming that
she is one of your – er” 


He smiled in
amusement as his mother floundered.

“One of my love
interests?” he provided helpfully.

She sent him a wry
look and shook her head. “Something like that.”

“She was –
is,” he shook his head. “She is more than that, Mother. I
need to tell you something pretty unusual.”

“Go ahead.”

“The first
thing I am going to tell you is that I am in love with her and that I
want to marry her.”

Lillian stared at her
impossibly handsome son in shock before the shock gave way to extreme
delight! “Finally!” she burst out.

“You might not
think that after I finish telling you what I need to,” he told
her dryly. Liam took a long swallow of his drink before continuing.
His mother sat there listening in amazement as the story unfolded,
not saying a word until he was finished. He told her everything, from
the way Amani had sought him out deliberately so that she could get
him to take her to his apartment to the report he had had done on
her, ending with her being stashed at his apartment and him
blackmailing her.

Lillian carefully
placed her napkin onto the table and was silent for a few minutes
before she spoke. “And you want to marry her?”





Liam nodded, his
hands clenched into fists on top of the table. 


“Darling do you
have any idea what sort of hornet’s nest this is going to be
when the press gets hold of it?”

“They don’t
have to know everything. But yes, they are going to dig into her
life.” He sighed a little dejectedly. “I don’t care
about me, Mother. I care about what this is going to do to her.”

“And the Moses’
name,” she reminded him.

“That as well.”
He sighed again. “I just wanted to tell you before it came
out.” There was a look of determination stamped on his face as
he looked at her. “I love her Mother and I had never dreamed
that would happen to me. I cannot stay away from her and when I am
not with her I–” He shook his head. “I need her.”

“I can see
that.” She said gently as she reached out to take his hands in
hers. “What if she says no?”

He laughed briefly.
“I have been agonizing over that as well. I am going to make
sure she has no choice but to say yes.”

“Darling is
that wise? She is going to resent you for forcing her hand.”

“She already
feels something for me, but she is stubborn and willful and will not
admit it. I am going to make her do so.” He pulled his hands
away from hers and eyed her curiously. “You have not said what
is on your mind.”

“I am still
processing,” she told him ruefully. “Trust you not to
fall in love with an ordinary woman.”

“I have always
been contrary so why stop now?” he admitted ruefully. “I
will let you know the wedding plans.”

*****

Amani was in the
kitchen when he went back to the apartment. He had made a few stops
when he had finished lunch with his mother and had also met with
their lawyers to discuss some matters of concern. The fact was that
the women he was going to ask to be his wife was in possession of a
stolen painting that belonged to the family. He did not care about
it, but it might become a complications in the future. But if she
retrieved it, he would not have any leverage! His lawyers had
explained the law to him and that the best thing to do was to get her
to retrieve the painting, and in return for not pressing charges she
should sign some sort of non-disclosure document. The lawyers also
advised him to get her to sign a pre-nuptial agreement. “We
would have suggested it even if the situation was not so unusual,”
they had hastened to tell him, but he was not thinking about that
now. He had the dazzling square cut diamond in his pocket and he was
going to be proposing, his heart hammering inside his chest. He had
an exquisite collection of jewelry with unique stones and settings in
his family’s vault, and could have chosen one of them, but he
already knew that she was not drawn to the very extravagant. He had
picked out the diamond because it suited her.

“I just made
pasta,” she said as he walked into the kitchen, where she was
sitting around the counter drinking wine. “If you want
something else you are going to have to make it yourself. I am not
much of a cook and I do not apologize for that.”

He hid a smile as he
looked at her. She had showered and was wearing a robe like gown that
shimmered against her skin and highlighted her curves. “Maybe
you should think about taking lessons?” He walked over to her
and brushed his fingers over her tousled hair. She lifted her head
and gave him a dry look. 


“Not a chance
in hell.”

He chuckled at that,
bending to kissed her on the mouth before moving away. “I had a
big lunch, so I am not really hungry. I had lunch with my mother.”

“So, I slaved
over the stove for nothing,” she grumbled.

“You just made
pasta darling, not some complicated seven course meal,” he
pointed out as he took the glass from her and drank from it. 


“I still stood
in front of the stove and prepared the meal.” She eyed him for
a moment. “Why are you here so early?”

“I missed you?”

“Right.”
She took the glass from him and sipped. “Get your own.”

“How about
being a darling and getting me a glass?”

To his surprise she
did not argue but hopped off the stool and went to get a glass,
coming back to pour the wine and hand it to him. “Thank you. I
came early because there are things we need to discuss.”

“Like what?”

“Like our
position.”

“You mean like
my position?” she clarified.

“Our position.
I cannot keep you locked up here indefinitely.”

Her eyes widened. “I
am happy to know that you are seeing reason.”

“I would not
quite put it that way,” he told her with a wry smile as he
sipped the wine. “I have a proposition.”

“I am dying to
hear what it is.”

He chuckled and
continued to sip his wine, his gray eyes examining her face. “You
are beautiful.”

“Thank you,”
she told him formally.

“And sexy. And
highly desirable. Opinionated and brave, or foolish depending on how
one looks at it.”

“Please, you
are making my head swell,” she told him sarcastically.

“And feisty,”
he added with a grin. “But you have grown on me.”

“Now I can die
happy.”

“I want you to
marry me.”

She stared at him,
the hand lifting the wine glass to her lips suspended! “Now I
am beginning to wonder at your sanity.”

“Are you saying
I am crazy?”

“Either that or
I am.”

“We are
fiercely and wonderfully attracted to each other–”

“So are a lot
of people but I am sure they don’t think of marrying each
other.”

“We are already
living together–”

“I am living
here against my will, Liam,” she reminded him.

“But you are
not complaining, are you?” he challenged her.

“You cannot
possibly want to marry me!”

“I actually
do.”

“Why?”

“I already gave
you the reasons.”

“You are
attracted to me?”

“And you feel
the same way.”

“That’s
not enough reason to get hitched, and besides, you are Liam Moses and
I am the woman who stole from you. Why would you want to marry
someone like me?”

“I have been
asking myself that same question over and over again and have not
come up with a favorable answer yet,” he told her lightly as he
toyed with the stem of the glass. “Will you?”

“No,” she
told him politely. “Thanks for asking anyway.”

“If you do, I
am willing to forget the painting and not press charges against you
or Hanson.”

“So, you are
blackmailing me into saying yes?”

“I am using
persuasion,” he corrected her.

“The answer is
still no.”

“You would
rather see Hanson get jail time?”

“I think you
are bluffing. You have no intention of pressing charges against
either of us, or you would have done it already,” she told him
reasonably.

“It’s not
too late–”

“I know it’s
not and at first I was terrified that you were going to go through
with it, but I have noticed the way you treat me Liam and I also know
that you have come to care for me.” She met his eyes boldly.
“You are bluffing, and I am calling your bluff. I am not going
to marry you.”

He stared at her for
a moment and then got to his feet and went to get his phone from the
jacket he had thrown over the chair just inside the doorway. She
watched him as he took it out and dialed a number. “Is this
Hanson?”

Amani surged to her
feet in alarm. 


“This is Liam
Moses and I think we should talk.”

Amani tried to grab
the phone, but he held her hands easily and stopped her from reaching
for the phone. “Could you give me a minute?” He put the
call on hold and looked at her with his eyebrows lifted. “Well?’

“Damn you!”
she hissed.

“Is that a
yes?”

“I am going to
make you the worst wife ever!” she threatened.

“So yes then?”

She nodded furiously.

“I need to hear
you say it darling.”

“Damn you! Yes,
I will marry you as long as you leave Hanson out of it.”

His eyes crinkled in
amusement and he went back to the call. “I will give you a call
in a day or two.”

He hung up and turned
to look at the woman who was bristling with anger, her dark brown
eyes flashing as she looked at him. “You think you have won?”

He took the box out
of his pocket and opened it. Amani stared at the diamond for a long
moment before she looked at him. “You were so sure of yourself,
weren’t you? You had it all planned out, didn’t you? Use
blackmail to get what you want. You are despicable!”

Without responding he
pulled at her left hand and taking the ring out he slid it over her
left finger, holding her hand as he admired the perfect fit. “We
should celebrate. How about going out to a restaurant.”

“You can go
straight to hell!”

“Then you would
be going with me.” He pulled her resisting body into his arms
and ignored her struggles. “Will it be so bad being married to
me darling?” he whispered as she stared up at him, her
expression mutinous. “I promise to take care of you and protect
you. The good news is that you will have so much money you will never
have to steal again.”

She pushed at him but
stopped in frustration because he would not budge! “Do you have
any idea who I am? Because I don’t! I was left at a group home
and I had been in several until Hanson rescued me. Do you know what I
was doing when he did that?”

“You were
trying to jack his car?” he asked her mildly.

She stared at him.
“How did you know?”

“I know all
about you, darling.”

“You had me
investigated?”

“I had to know
the woman I was planning on marrying,” he told her mildly.

“You bastard!”

“I assure you I
am not,” he rebuked her gently. “Your mother died giving
birth to you when she was seventeen and your dad, who was a white
married man, had no idea that she was pregnant. He died a few years
ago without ever knowing about you. A cousin left you at the home and
she is also dead.”

He saw the play of
emotions on her exquisite face and his hands tightened around her
waist. “I want to marry you Amani, because I have never felt
this way about anyone before.”

She stared up at him
for a long time and did not say anything. “Could you let go of
me?”

“Why?”

“I spent all my
life resenting the people who brought me into this world and never
gave a damn about me! I spent years resenting them for putting me
through the indignity of being raised by people who did not give a
damn and I hated them for it! I now know different and I would like
some time to process what I am feeling now.”





Chapter 15

Amani sat in the now
darkened bedroom curled up on the sofa, her eyes fixed on the thick
luxurious carpet, her body tense and her mind in turmoil. She knew
that Liam would be coming in very soon, but she just wanted to be
alone with her thoughts. Her mother had wanted her, but she had been
a scared teenager who had died giving birth to her! And her father
had not known about her! If he had, would he have tried to find her
and take her to live with him? In spite of the fact that he had a
wife? Had they been in love? Or was it just a one-night stand? But it
does not matter now! They were both dead and she had no family left
except Hanson. She moved her hand and the light from overhead caught
the ring on her finger. She had completely forgotten about it! She
stared at the exquisite cut of the stone and the way the light shot
through it, sending dazzling colors around the room. It was an
exquisite ring and he had known enough about her to know that she
would not have wanted anything exorbitant. Why had he asked her to
marry him? As far as she knew, Liam Moses had never asked a woman to
marry him before, so why her? Why someone like her? She looked up at
the sound in the doorway and watched as he came into the room.

“I figured I
have given you enough time by now.” He walked over and sat next
to her. “How are you?”

She shook her head
and did not resist as he pulled her into his arms. “I was being
fanciful and pretending that they were in love, but I dismissed that
idea immediately. He was married and he cheated on his wife.”

“And as a
result, you were born.” He kissed the top of her head. “So,
something wonderful came out of it.”

She turned her head
to look up at him and caught the teasing light in his gray eyes. He
was so breathtakingly handsome! She thought with a pang. “Really?”

“Hmm.” He
bent his head and kissed her forehead. “If that had not
happened you would not be here now in my arms.”

“So, the
cheating was justified?”

“It was.”

“Is that what
you are going to tell me when you do that to me?”

His eyes held her for
a little bit before he responded. “I know that you are probably
not going to believe me when I say this, but I am going to say it
anyway.” He tilted her chin up and studied her face. “I
have never felt this way for a woman before, I never thought that I
would ever feel this way, but here I am, and I am willing to do
anything to make you my wife. I want you to believe me when I say
that I am committed to you and that I will never take another woman
to my bed.”

“You are Liam
Moses–”

“You are not
the only one who is reformed,” he said lightly.

“This is
crazy!” she said shakily, her heart pounding inside her chest.
“We hardly know each other–”

“I know enough
about you and we can spend the time to get to know each other.”
He bent his head and his lips touched hers briefly, his breath
mingling with hers. “Marry me darling and save me from myself.”

Amani laughed
breathlessly, her hands going around his neck as her mouth met his.
“I doubt I am able to do that.”

“You would be
surprised.” His lips moved over hers and he could feel her body
reacting to his immediately. “We belong together.”

“Liam–”
she moaned as his tongue entered her mouth and talking was suspended
for a long time!

*****

His wife of two hours
was sprawled on the sheets, her naked curves there for his admiring
gaze. He had proposed to her yesterday afternoon and he had wasted no
time in acquiring the license and persuading her that they should get
married right away. He had noticed that when money was involved, the
process tend to move much faster and now Amani Michelle Lincoln was
Mrs. Liam Moses. The marriage certificate had been duly signed and
was in his possession. She was now wearing the engagement ring as
well as the platinum band he had given her. He was also wearing a
ring because he wanted the world to know that he was the willing
husband of the exquisite woman who now bore his name and who was
wearing his ring. He had made love to her slowly, his touch lingering
over her body as he showed her, in ways he was not yet ready to tell
her, how much she meant to him. He was going to have to deal with his
mother and sister and the rest of the world who would want to know
why they hurriedly got married. But he did not care about that right
now. All he cared about was that she was now married to him, she was
his wife and he loved her so much that he could not think about
anything else. They were on his yacht and would remain there for the
rest of the week until they surfaced. He had to tell his mother and
sister of the change in his status. He grinned as he realized that he
was now a married man! She stirred and opening her eyes she peered up
at him. 


“Why are you
not sleeping?” she murmured.

He slid down the
pillows and trailed his fingers down her back. “I am excited.”


“You are
excited about giving up your freedom?” She looked skeptical as
she turned sideways to look at him. “That’s pretty hard
to believe.”

“Believe it!”
he wrapped a hand around her waist, pulled her closer to him and
nuzzled her cheek. “I feel pretty good being your husband.”

“Was that why
you rushed me to the altar?” She quirked a tapered eyebrow at
him.

“I rushed you
to the altar because I could not stand the chance of you changing
your mind and running out on me.”

“I thought
about that, but I remembered that I was also being blackmailed”
she reminded him.

“There is also
that.” There was a twinkle in his eyes. “I had to use
what I had for you to say yes.”

She placed a hand on
his chest, watching the muscles flex. “You do not honestly
think that I agreed only for that reason, do you?”

“What is the
other reason?”

“We have been
having unprotected sex since we met each other, and I did want to run
the risk of being pregnant and depriving the baby of its father.”

His heart increased
the pace as he stared at her. “Are you trying to tell me
something darling?”

She shrugged and
smiled at him mischievously. “I am not sure yet.”

“How about we
make sure?”

“We will, as
soon as the honeymoon is over.”

“The honeymoon
will never be over darling,” he whispered as he pulled her
beneath him.

*****

Timothy stared at the
cream-colored invitation in his hands with a frown. He walked into
the living room where his wife was putting their daughter down for
her nap, before coming into the dining room to have dinner with him.

“What’s
that?” Robyn asked as she looked up at her husband.

“An invitation
to a party.”

Robyn patted her
daughter’s stomach before coming over to her husband’s
side. “What party?”

“On Liam’s
yacht for Saturday at precisely 7pm. There is also a note saying that
our presence is requested and that we should bring Talia with us.”

“We are not
talking our baby girl to one of Liam’s decadent parties,”
Robyn said firmly. 


“It might not
be that bad,” Timothy frowned as he looked at the invitation.
“The last time I spoke to him he was saying how he was in love
with this woman. It might be an engagement party and you know how
Liam never does anything in half measure.”

“We are not
taking Talia,” she insisted. “We will leave her with
Hillary and Malik.”

“Okay,”
he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “That’s
settled.”

*****

In an apartment
several hundred miles away, another couple was having a similar
discussion as they looked at their invitation. Adam climbed into bed
with his wife, the invitation in one hand as he pulled her into his
arms. He had just discovered that she was two months pregnant and his
joy knew no bounds! Amber had warned him that she did not take kindly
to him coddling her and that he should not even entertain that idea.
He had every intention of ignoring her because it was his pleasure to
give her everything her heart desired.

“We have been
summoned,” he murmured as he brushed back her hair.

“Hmm?”
She was busy running her fingers over his muscles and enjoying the
feel of his taut chest.

“If you are
going to continue doing that love, I am not going to be able to
concentrate,” he whispered huskily. 


“I love
touching you,” she whispered back. He clamped a hand on hers to
stop her. 


“Liam has
requested our presence at a party on the yacht, on Saturday at 7pm.”

“Are we going?”

“There is a
note included that says if we want to continue to be his friends we
had better show up, no matter where we are,” Adam said wryly.

Amber sighed and
snuggled closer to her husband. “We should deliberately not go
and see what happens.”

“As much as I
would love to ruffle his feathers, I am afraid my curiosity is
piqued. I want to know what happened with him and Amani.”

“He has
probably moved on,” Amber predicted.

“You did not
see him or talk to him that night at the party love, he was like a
whole different person.”

“We will see,”
Amber reached up and took the invitation from his hand, tossing it
aside before climbing on top of him. 


“Enough talk
about Liam.”

“What do you
want to do love?” he teased her.

She rotated her hips
against his and his body shuddered. “No need to elaborate.”

*****

Liam caught her from
behind and wrapped his hands around her waist, his lips nuzzling her
neck as she secured the diamond knobs at her lobe. “You are
making me lose concentration.”

“That’s
the idea.” He continued to do it. “Mother and Lorelei
should be here in a few minutes. I told them to come a little earlier
than the other guests.” 


They could hear the
hum of the engine as well as the activities going on at the upper
deck. He had ordered clothes for her from Romano’s and she was
wearing a billowing white romper that left her arms and shoulders
bare, the flared legs swirling around her as she moved. Her hair was
professionally cut and styled by someone he had called, and her
makeup was flawless. He had invited a number of his club members and
their wives, and a few members of the press as well. He knew that
there would be questions, but he had every intention of answering as
clear and concise as possible.

She turned in his
arms. “What are we going to say to them?”

“I already told
my mother of my intention to marry you and I am sure she told my
sister.”

“But what will
we tell them when they ask why we could not wait to get married?”
she persisted.

He bent and kissed
her on the lips, his mouth lingering. “The truth.”

“And what is
that?” Her hands trembled as she wrapped them around his neck.

“That I cannot
keep my hands off you and that I was afraid you would not stick
around long enough for a proper wedding.”

“You are not
going to tell them that, Liam.”

He grinned down at
her, lifting his head as he heard his mother’s voice outside
the cabin. “I will just tell her that I could not wait to marry
you.”

*****

Liam kept her hand in
his as he walked among the guests milling around and talking, as they
drank the endless amount of champagne and partook of the sumptuous
meal that had been prepared by the chef onboard The Lorelei, along
with a catering service that he had also hired to help out. His
mother and sister had stared at them, stunned when Liam had announced
that they had gotten married a few days ago. 


“Why the
hurry?” Lorelei had asked him, looking at Amani suspiciously as
if she was the one who had hurried her brother to the altar.

“I am the one
to blame darling,” he had told his sister with a smile. “I
was afraid she would change her mind if I waited.”

“There was a
very great chance of me doing that because your brother does not take
no for an answer.” 


“You were going
no say not to him?” The girl had looked at Amani as if she had
taken leave of her senses.

“I found it
very hard to believe too darling.” Both women had stared at him
as he gathered Amani into his arms and kissed the top of her head.
They had never seen him looked at anyone the way he was looking at
her.

Now making the rounds
with his wife by his side, he was relishing the stunned looks on the
faces of his friends and the other people he had invited as well.
When he had introduced Amani to his two closest friends, they had
been so shocked that they had not remembered to acknowledge her!
“Darling this is Adam and Amber Whitmore and Timothy and Robyn
McLaughlin. I would like you to meet my wife; Amani Moses.”

“Could we
borrow him for a few minutes?” Adam said half an hour later as
they made their rounds. The pictures had been taken and the initial
surprise had been replaced by the merriment of the gathering! 


“Of course,”
Amani said without hesitation. “I need to go and reassure
Hanson that I was not coerced into marrying Liam.” She turned
into his arms and wrapping her hands around his neck she leaned into
the kiss, letting herself be lost in the sensuous movements of his
lips on hers. She was the one who broke it off, her dark brown eyes
amused as she looked at Adam. “He is all yours.”

“You look like
a lovesick fool,” Adam told him darkly as they strode off to
where Timothy, Robyn, Amber, Leesa Wellington, Kelly Takahashi and
Stacey Stone were standing. A great number of the club members were
present, but some were taking advantage of the lovely day by
frolicking inside the pool, while others were seated in groups and
enjoying the meal.

“So, I look
like you?” Liam asked him in amusement as they came up to the
group.

“Darling
congratulations!” Leesa said with a laugh as she tucked her
hand through his arm.“I must say that if I had not seen it with
my own two eyes, I would not have believed it. But to deprive her of
an actual ceremony? What were you thinking?”

“I would say
that he and Adam are kindred spirits,” Amber said dryly. “Adam
decided that we should get married and immediately whisked me to
Vegas.”

“She is quite a
lovely woman, Liam. You met her at a gallery opening?” Kelly
asked him.

He laughed softly at
that. “No. Can you keep a secret?”

“Of course, we
can!” Stacey told him, very curious to hear where they had met.

He looked around and
when he was satisfied that no one was within earshot he started
talking. “I originally met her at a party, never knowing that
the meeting was orchestrated.”

“What do you
mean?” Leesa asked him curiously.

“What he means
is that she set out to get his interest with the calculated plan of
robbing him,” Timothy said dryly.

The rest of the
people in the group stared first at Liam and then Timothy in
stupefaction! “I am sorry, did you say she was planning to
steal from him?” Amber asked.

“And she
actually managed to do it too,” Liam said with a grin, enjoying
their shocked expressions. “A priceless Renoir that I had
hanging in my bedroom at the apartment. It was done after we made
love and I was sound asleep.”

“She is a
thief?” Kelly stared at the darkly handsome man in shock.

“She was,”
Liam said with a grin. “She tells me that she is reformed and
that was her last job and I am hoping it was. Can you imagine the
scandal of my wife lifting jewelry and pieces of expensive art that
belong to my friends?”

Those very friends
stared at him as if he was speaking a foreign language! “You
are not at all concerned?” Adam demanded.

“Of what?”
Liam asked with a shrug. “I was furious at first and I wanted
to turn her over to the authorities, I wanted to punish her for
making a fool of me, but fate had something else in store for me. I
fell in love with her!”

*****

“Darling here
you are!” With a determined smile pinned on his narrow face,
Hanson took her arm and marched her over to a corner of the deck
where they were afforded privacy. “I thought that man would
never leave your side.” His eyes searched her face quizzically.
She had called and told him that she had a surprise for him and had
told him to make sure he came to the party tonight. “I have a
gallery opening,” he had said. “When did you get back?”

“More than a
week ago,” she had responded. 


“Your apartment
has been empty so where have you been?” he had asked her.

“I will explain
all of that to you when you come.”

“Isn’t
this Liam Moses’ yacht?”

“Yes.”

“Darling
considering that we stole from him should we be attending a party
that he is throwing?” he has asked.

Now, standing next to
her and seeing for himself that she was well and truly married to
Liam Moses, he could not help the anxiety darting through his body
and he also had another concern that was making it very uncomfortable
for him! “How much does he know?” Hanson hissed.

“Everything.”

“Oh dear Lord!”
His eyes darted frantically over to where the man was standing with
his very rich and powerful friends and he felt like running for the
hills.

“Is he waiting
for the party to finish to get me in handcuffs or is he going to
string out the torture?”

“He does not
know that I stole the painting for you,” Amani assured him.

“Darling, your
husband,” he shook his head as if he could not believe the turn
of events. “Liam Moses is a very clever man, who knows
everything as you put it. He had you investigated which means that he
had me investigated as well. Trust me when I tell you that he knows.”

“Even if he
does, he is not going to do anything about it,” she insisted.

“That
particular painting costs over three million dollars,” Hanson
told her grimly. “I know his family has in excess of one
hundred billion dollars, but surely they are not prepared to let
something like that go.”

“He said he
would, and I believe him.”

“There is
something else,” he told her tensely.

“What is it?”

“The person who
commissioned me to get the painting is here.”

“What?”
Amani whispered as she turned and looked around. “Who?”

“Gaston
Armstrong.”

The name dropped
between them like a death knell and Amani stared at Hanson with a
horrified look on her exquisite face. “You had me steal the
painting for that toad?”

Hanson shifted
uncomfortably. “He was paying an awful lot of money for the
privilege of owning it.”

“Gaston
Armstrong is a despicable moron who gets off on ruining people!”
Amani passed a shaky hand over her forehead. She could just imagine
him gloating secretly that he had an expensive piece of art that
belonged to Liam! And now that she was married to Liam, he would see
the connection and it would make things worse if he discovered that
she was the one who had stolen the painting from her now husband! 


“Hanson how
could you?”

“I had not the
faintest idea that you were going to sleep with him much more marry
the man,” he said sulkily. “What are you going to do?””

“I am going to
do my last job.”

“What is that?”

“I am going to
steal the painting back from Gaston.”

Hanson looked at her
horrified. “You cannot do that!”

“I have to and
when it is done you are going to return his money.”





Chapter 16

Liam watched as she
took the earrings from her lobes and carefully put them away along
with the necklace and sat there staring into the mirror. The party
had broken up some minutes to two and it was now the two of them
inside his cabin. The staff had gone to their quarters a few after
cleaning up. He had noticed that she had not been quiet right after
she had finished talking to Hanson and had wondered about it, but
didn't got the chance to say anything to her about it yet. He did not
know her and he realized that, but it did not stop him from loving
her and hoping that she was in love with him too.

His eyes met hers in
the mirror as he came up behind her and put his hands on her
shoulders, kneading the flesh slowly. “You told your friends
about me.”

His gray eyes
twinkled as he returned her gaze. “They asked me how we met,
and I told them the truth.”

“Now I am going
to be watched in fear that I am going to take off with the family
heirlooms” she said dryly as she leaned back against him.

“Maybe.”
He chuckled softly as he remembered his friends’ reactions to
the fascinating and absolutely unprecedented road that led them to
where they were now. Adam and Timothy had pulled aside later and
demanded to know if he had any idea what he was doing! He had clasped
them both on the shoulders and told them that his wife was his
business and that he did not care if she robbed him blind, as long as
she was with him, and he meant it! He stepped back and she swiveled
around on the stool, watching as he hunkered down in front of her. 


“What’s
on your mind?”

Amani stared down
into his fathomless gray eyes before wandering over his classically
beautiful face with the straight nose, the thick brows and the
sensuous lips that had the power to drive her completely crazy!
“Hanson has concerns,” she said lightly. She lifted a
hand and pushed back a lock of her black hair from his forehead. She
brushed her fingers through the strands of the thick softness of his
hair and wondered at the abundance of it. “Should there be?”

He took her hand and
brought it to his lips, drawing over her palm and causing her to
shiver. “I am offended that you are doubting your new husband
darling,” he reproached her. With a twist of his wrist he
pulled her down on top of him, sliding back onto the floor as she
sprawled over him. His hands tightened around her small waist. “I
told you that I would let it go and I meant it. You don’t think
that I would go back on my word, do you?”

She shook her head
and propping her head on her arms she stared at him. “You are
awfully pretty for a guy,” she murmured softly. “No
wonder women flock all around you. I saw the longing looks from the
women who were at the party earlier and wondered how many of them you
had sex with in this very cabin. Ten? Twenty? More? I also found
myself wondering how often you have someone change the sheets. How
often are the sheets changed?”

He had to forced
himself not to laugh! She was wonderful and outrageous, and he loved
her so much that he felt it filling him up all the way!

“Liam?”

His brows lifted.
“Oh, I am sorry. Am I supposed to answer?”

“I would
appreciate that, yes.”

“I had the
place cleaned and the linens changed before we came aboard,” he
said soberly.

“And the women?
How many that were at the party have been in this cabin?”

“I am not going
to answer that,” he told her firmly.

‘That’s a
wise decision because throughout the night I was wondering if I
should stage a robbery, get rid of some of the jewelry they were
wearing out of pure spite.”

His eyes narrowed as
he looked at her. “If I ever have the slightest thought that
you are planning a heist, I will lock you up inside the apartment and
never let you out. Am I clear on that?”

“As crystal.”
She started to roll away, but he held her fast. 


“I love you.”
His tone was sober and his face intense as he held her gaze. “I
have fallen in love with you and I have wanted to tell you that for a
while now. I love you more than I ever dreamed I could love another
person and I want no one else but you, I will never want anyone else
but you. Is that clear?”

She looked at him
dazedly. “You don’t know what you are saying,” she
whispered.

“Maybe you are
right.” He sighed dramatically, and she laughed at the
expression on his handsome face. “Maybe finding out that a
beautiful slip of a girl got one over me and stole from me is
actually doing something to my brain. Maybe all this sex with one
woman has addled my brain so much that I am in danger of spending the
rest of my life with just one woman!” There was an exaggerated
look of horror on his face that had her choking with laughter! “What
do you think darling?”

“I think that
you are an idiot and I should not listen to anything you say,”
she said between bouts of laughter, her head bowing to his chest and
a warm feeling surrounding her as she felt his warmth against her.
She was not sure she believed what he told her, but she knew that
right here with him was definitely where she wanted to be and for the
first time in her life she felt wanted, and needed, and belonged. She
belonged with this fabulously rich and handsome man and she needed
him in her life.

He cradled her
gently, sensing that her emotions were in a turmoil. He lifted his
head and kissed the top of hers, his hands wandering down her back in
a soothing manner. She lifted her head and looked at him, her eyes
soft with longing and wonder. “You are an idiot,” she
whispered, as she bent her head and touched her mouth to his.

“For you I am,”
he whispered back as he took her lips in an achingly tender kiss that
had her trembling on top of him.

*****

“You summoned
me?” Liam’s thick dark brows lifted as he strode into the
man’s office the following Monday afternoon. They had decided
to cut short the stay on the yacht as Amani had told him that she was
getting a little seasick and he had some business to take care of as
well. He had left her at the apartment this morning to attend several
meetings and had answered Hanson’s call as he was about to
leave from the meeting he had just finished. “You mean a hell
of a lot to my wife but that does not give you leave to call me to
come to you–”

“I am sorry,
but I could not tell you what I have to with Amani around.”
Hanson twisted his slender hands nervously and gestured the tall,
imposingly powerful and handsome man to have a seat. “I know
that Amani did not tell you the entire story–”

“That you are
involved in this con she had going on?” Liam sat down and
leaning back against the chair he propped his ankle onto his opposite
knee and stared at Hanson with a look of amusement on his face. “My
wife did not have to tell me that, I actually figured it out on my
own.”

Hanson slumped back
in his chair. “She said you were not going to do anything to me
– to us.”

“I happen to be
in love with Amani, you I feel absolutely nothing for.”

Hanson quaked with
fear as he stared at the man! “She – she said you would
not–”

“Relax man! I
was just playing with you,” Liam told him with a grin. “I
made a promise to my wife and I intend to keep it. Now what did you
want to see me about?”

Hanson was still
trying to recover from the fear clutching his heart at the thought of
what the man sitting in front of him could do to him! He took a deep
breath and continued, finding the conversation he was about to have
with the man who was married to his charge very distasteful and a
little daunting! “You know Gaston Armstrong.”

“We are on
several committees. Why?”

“I – I
never knew that you and Amani would end up together–” He
stopped and clasped his hands on his desk. He could not go on. 


“I am waiting.”

“The painting
that is missing–”

“The painting
that Amani stole you mean?” Liam interrupted him dryly. “Get
on with it man, I don’t have all day.” There was more
than a hint of impatience in his tone. He found the man nauseatingly
fastidious and a tad too shifty for his own good. If it was not for
his promise to Amani, he would have no qualms in throwing him in
jail! Yes, he had rescued her, but he had also turned her into a
seasoned criminal as well!

“I – ah –
I sold it to Gaston Armstrong.”

Hanson watched Liam’s
face closely and did not see a change of expression on the
classically beautiful face. So, either he knew before or he was very
good at hiding what he was feeling!

“I see,”
Liam said slowly as he got to his feet. 


“There is
something else,” Hanson said desperately.

“I rather
thought there might be.” Liam was doing his best not to show
his rage and grabbed the slender well-dressed man by the throat. The
only thing stopping him was the damned promise he had made to his
wife!

“Amani is
planning to steal it back from him.”

Liam felt the rage
coming to a boiling point inside him and he wanted to lash out at the
cause of it! “I am assuming you talked her out of it?”
His voice was deceptively calm as he looked at Hanson.

“No, she would
not listen to me so that’s why I had to call you. Gaston is –”
He spread his hands. “Well he is not the friendliest man there
is and would not take kindly to being double crossed. But Amani got
it into her head that he does not deserve to have a painting that
belongs to you, so that he can have the satisfaction that it once
belonged to you. She wants to steal it back for you.”

“The painting
means nothing to me! Not if it means that Amani will get herself in
trouble.” Liam shoved his hands into his pockets and visualized
shaking his beautiful wife until she saw sense! She had promised him
that she would never pull this stunt again and here she was thinking
of doing something foolish! “I will deal with her.”

“Thank you.”
Hanson said humbly.

“Don’t
thank me yet,” Liam said coldly. “I hold you responsible
for the course she started on.”

“She was a
thief before –”

“And you used
that to make her into a damned con artist!” Liam blazed, his
gray eyes murderous. “You sent her to college and encouraged
her to use her brains for something as dangerous as siphoning things
that neither belong to you nor her.” He took a deep breath as
he reined in his temper. “I will deal with my wife.”

*****

The first thing Liam
did was to get back the painting from Gaston Armstrong. The man had
the gall to try and make a deal with him, so he had to exchange his
own painting for a fine piece of emerald that Gaston had his eyes on
ever since he had seen it around Lorelei’s neck a year ago. It
had infuriated Liam to give in to the despicable man’s demand,
but he had told him in his slow drawl that Liam could not prove that
he had the painting. He also told Liam that he happened to know that
Hanson was the man who had brought Amani up and he was wondering what
the scandal would be like if it was leaked to the press that his wife
was associated with Hanson, and that Hanson had been the one to
procure the painting for him.

Liam lugged the
expensive art into his apartment later that evening, still in its
frame, and propped it against the side of the bed. She had told him
that she had afternoon plans with some of the wives and would not be
back until later in the evening. “I am not sure what I am
supposed to talk about with a bunch of rich and entitled women who
already know what I did for a living Liam,” she had complained
after telling him that she was going to blow off the invitation.
“What could I possibly have in common with them?”

“You are
married to a very wealthy man, you are a beautiful African American
woman who comes from humble beginnings, as do most of them, and they
are involved in more charities than I can even begin to count. They
make a difference in society and are responsible for the building and
maintaining of many half way homes and children’s homes. They
have raised more money for cancer patients than anyone other entity I
know. You are no longer going to be the person who goes into people’s
homes and steal their valuables, so I suggest you try and find
something better to do instead.”

She had given him a
dirty look and walked into the bathroom. Now he sat in their bedroom
with a bottle of scotch and a glass as he waited for her to come
home. He was furious with her and the longer he waited, the more he
realized that he could not stay angry with her for very long! He
poured himself some more scotch and brought the drink to his head. He
also admitted to himself that he was scared that she would try and
run. He was married to her and he had no idea where he stood with
her. What if she decided that she did not want to stay married to
him? What if she decided that she wanted to continue her life of
crime and he was standing in her way? He jumped slightly, causing the
drink to slosh over the glass as he heard the bedroom door open. He
had been so deep in thought that he had not heard her enter the
apartment. 


She stopped when she
saw him seated at the beautiful secretary desk at the corner of the
room, his long legs stretched out and a glass in his hands. He had
not changed out of the thin dark blue cashmere sweater that he had
worn out today and his hair was tousled as if he had been combing his
fingers through the strands. Amani felt her heart slammed into her
chest as she saw him lounging there, his gray eyes studying her. He
had the ability to strip her with those beautiful eyes of his and
caused a funny tingle at the base of her stomach. “Hi.”

“Hi.” he
did not move towards her as she made her way to him and sipped his
drink as he watched her approached. “We need to talk.”

“Do I have time
to slip out of this dress?” She had worn a clingy teal blue
wool with a plunging neckline and knee-high boots. Before he could
respond she loosened the belt and shrugged out of the dress, letting
it slide to the floor to reveal the flesh colored panties she had
worn and the half bra. She walked over to the sofa next to the bed to
take her boots off and then she saw the painting propped against the
bed. She stopped and stared at it and then turned to face him. “Where
did you get this?”

“Where do you
think?” he asked her sardonically. He should have be angry with
her but her almost naked body was creating havoc inside him that he
could not contain. “Hanson and I had a most illuminating
conversation earlier today. I thought you had done your last job when
you stole from me?”

Amani changed
direction and came towards him. “I was going to get it back for
you.”

“Why?”

She eyed him,
wondering what his mood was like. Hanson had not called and warned
her that he was aware of her plans. She was going to have a talk with
him about loyalties! 


“Because you
are my husband and I do not like Gaston Armstrong.”

He did not respond,
but continued to sip his drink and stare at her. She sighed and
turning him around to her she perched on his lap and took her boots
off before looking at him. “And because I love you and want to
make up from what I did to you.”

Liam felt his heart
splinter and his hand holding the drink started to tremble. He had to
put the drink onto the desk in fear of spilling its content. “You
love me.”

“I do.”
She framed his beautiful face with her slender hands. “I sat
around that table with all those women and heard them talking about
their husbands and their children and what they were planning on
doing next, and I realized how much I love you and wanted to come
home to you.” She smiled at him. “I grew up without
knowing what love was like, grew up without parents to hold me and
comfort me when things went wrong, and I grew hard and brittle even
after Hanson took me in. You are the man who has made me look past
that and want to live and love. I love you Liam and I want to spend
the rest of my life with you. I want to have children by you –”

She did not get to
finish! He took her lips in a fierce, possessive kiss that had her
leaning into him. She tasted the scotch and the sweetness of his love
as he buried his mouth on hers, his fingers pressing her closer to
the hardness of him. She loved him! The words tunneled through his
body and sent desire and passion raging through him. This transmitted
to her and enveloped them in a storm of passion that ignited the
maelstrom of emotions between them. His mouth ravished hers in an
endless kiss that swept them forward into near oblivion! He finally
lifted his head, his gray eyes darkened with emotions as he stared
down at the special woman who had captured his heart and turned his
world upside down! No matter what she did, or what she had done in
the past, it would not matter as long as she loved him and stayed in
his life. 


“I am not able
to make it to the bed darling,” he whispered as he unhooked her
bra. 


She eased up and
shimmied out of her panties. “Neither can I.” She swung a
leg around and lifted her hips as he struggled to get his erection
free. He shuddered when she sank down on him, her hands going around
his neck. “I love you,” she whispered. 


With a broken cry, he
seized her lips, his hips lifting as he touched the very core of her,
his fingers biting into her hips as he tried to control the movements
of her body against his. But she was not having any of that! Amani
dug her fingers into his taut muscled chest as she met his thrust
with frenzied ones of her own, feeling the familiar fire in the pit
of her stomach, spiraling higher and higher as he touched the very
core of her womanhood. His heart thundered inside his chest as he
drove with deep relentless force into her, making her his, sealing
the bond between him and this woman who was his wife, the love of his
life and his entire being! He lifted his hands and slid them over her
back, his fingers restless against her bare flesh, his body
stiffening as he felt the orgasm starting at the base of his loins.
He tore his mouth from hers, his dark gray eyes stormy with the fire
beating against his flesh. 


“Christ
darling!” he whispered raggedly. “You undo me.” 


She moved against
him, circling her hips slowly at first and then increasing it, her
head thrown back and her beautiful breasts exposed to his avid gaze.
He bent his head and his mouth latched onto a nipple, pulling it
inside his mouth. Her body stiffened and she let forth a scream as
the storm raced through her body and swept her away on a tidal wave
of passion that enveloped him and had him clamping his hands on her
hips as he joined her, emptying himself inside her over and over
again!

*****

Liam wrapped his arms
around her waist, his body sated and relaxed as his wife laid
sprawled against his chest. They had eventually made it to the bed
where he had taken her again, his mouth moving over her body with a
slowness that had almost driven her insane! He had gone every inch of
her body before finally taking her, sinking himself deep inside her
and losing himself in her. The painting at the foot of the bed was
forgotten, everything was, except the woman in his arms and the love
he had for her!

She stirred against
him and lifting her head she noticed the sensuous smile on his lips.
“You look like the cat who swallowed the canary,” she
whispered as she propped her head on her arms.

“I feel like
the cat who swallowed much more than the canary darling.” He
pushed back the hair from her forehead tenderly. “My love and
my life.”

“This love and
marriage thing mean that we are committed to each other, right?”

He nodded, his eyes
amused. 


“So that means
no more other women for you and we are together for as long as we
live.”

“Was that a
question?” he teased her.

“It was more
like a threat darling. If I have the slightest inkling that you are
interested in another woman – one inkling Liam and I am going
to gouge her eyes out and damage your very magnificent penis. Is that
clear?”

His eyes crinkled in
amusement as he stared at his exquisite wife. “Transparently so
darling." He hauled her into his arms and clamped his hands
around her waist. “Now that we have dispensed with that and you
are not sleepy, how about we do something else?”

“Like what?”

“Like this.”
He brought her head down to his and took her lips in a sweetly
endearing kiss that promised forever!

The
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