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			CHAPTER ONE

			IF THERE WAS ever a time for Gabe Foster to be content, it was right now. He had everything a young man could want—wealth, prestige, a successful career and promising future, any woman he wanted and good friends. He’d just returned home to Las Vegas from a month-long work trip to Hong Kong, where he’d helped facilitate a merger of one of his biggest clients. The trip had earned him and his firm, Burnham & Associates, a significant amount of money, and because of it, he was a shoo-in to become a senior partner, the position he’d been groomed to take since he’d been a young adult.

			“Your shot, sir.” A voice at his side broke his reverie.

			“Sure, thanks.” He covered for his lack of attention, reaching for his glass.

			“No, you’re still the shooter.” The stickman gestured once more to the pair of dice on the craps table in front of him.

			“Oh damn, sorry!” Gabe snatched up the dice and surveyed the table. Just like him to zone out in the middle of a heater with nine hundred dollars at stake.

			Everything was going well for Gabe. He should have been on top of the world. But there was something missing. But with a table full of gamblers, he didn’t exactly have time to consider what it was. Introspection was for quiet mornings over coffee, not at a craps table during a winning streak.

			He rattled the dice in his hand and tossed them down the table, expertly bouncing them off the end. Five and three.

			The dealer flipped the button to the eight on the felt-top table, his hands moving nimbly as a flurry of bets descended on the surface. A pair of frat brothers were clapping their hands, praying for protection from “Big Red,” the seven roll that would end this streak. To Gabe’s right a retired dentist and his wife were having the time of their lives in a real Vegas moment.

			Gabe was flying solo tonight. He’d met with his friends, the Brotherhood, at Di Terrestres. But they’d all gone home early in the evening—heading home, or to the office.

			Gabe hadn’t wanted to stick around Di Terrestres—the erotic club they owned, where people could come together, socialize without having to worry about their extracurricular activities and more basic, biological proclivities being reported by the press or gossip blogs. Of all of the businesses owned by the Brotherhood, Di Terrestres was the crown jewel. The ultra-exclusive club, which boasted clothing-optional areas and playrooms catering to more erotic tastes, had made them all millionaires many times over, and made them a hot commodity among the rich, famous and influential.

			It wasn’t his problem that all his friends had headed home to wives and fiancées, or had chosen to work on his first night back in the city. He was a young, single, rich and reasonably good-looking man in one of the hottest party destinations in the world. He could find fun on his own. He looked up at the crowd that had surrounded the table, all winning, urging him to keep playing. Strangers who he held—their chips on the table—in his palm along with the hottest pair of dice he’d ever encountered.

			He looked past the group, across the casino floor, as two women left the nearby nightclub. Speaking of the hottest he’d ever encountered. Both were gorgeous, but one held his attention. She was tall, her long dark hair falling past her shoulders to the center of her back. Her fair skin told him she hadn’t spent much time underneath the scorching Las Vegas sun. Definitely a tourist. The women stopped at the nearby casino bar. The brunette turned her head, and somehow, their eyes connected over the frenetic energy of the floor. He smiled, and so did she, before she turned back to her friend and sipped from the glass the bartender had brought her. The noise, the chaos, the bright lights dimmed, and all he could focus on was the elegant, beautiful woman in the short strapless dress, as she said something to her friend and again looked in his direction. She smiled. Gabe knew a signal when he saw one.

			Taking a step back from the table, Gabe handed the dice to the dealer. “I think that’s it for me tonight,” he told everyone. “It’s been fun.” He started to turn away and, removing his phone from his pocket, checked the time—the night was still young and so was he. The man who’d been standing next to him—the one who, thanks to Gabe, had won a substantial stack of chips—called to him as he walked away. “Hey, buddy, what about your chips?”

			He looked down at his own newly won stack and pointed to the man. “You’re up. Let it ride.”

			 

			Ellie Carrington wiggled her toes in her stiletto booties. Her feet were tired, her toes most likely covered in blisters, but the two straight hours of dancing with her best friend, Rachel, had been worth it. “That was so much fun,” Ellie told her. “I can’t believe I almost spent the night at the office.”

			“Aren’t you glad I convinced you to ditch work and party?”

			Ellie thought about the unopened emails filling her inbox and tried to contain her grimace. Since the day she’d started work at her father’s law firm two weeks ago, she’d gotten right down to work, aiding some of the more senior associates with their clients. “Despite the things I’ll have to catch up on tomorrow, yes I am. But just this one time, though.” This was just one small step back for her, a slip back into the world of old Ellie.

			“Why were you working anyway? I thought you had dinner plans with your father,” Rachel said.

			Ellie’s laugh was short and humorless. “He canceled.”

			“Again?”

			“Yup. That’s the third time.”

			Ellie had arrived in Las Vegas two weeks ago. After completing law school, she’d started working at her father’s law firm as a junior associate.

			Her reasons for coming to Las Vegas had been threefold. She mentally ticked them off again in her head, as she’d done dozens of times before: 1) to practice law and work for her father, one of the most prominent and well-regarded lawyers in the state; 2) rehab her image—the celebutante party girl she’d been had finally grown up and gotten her life together. She was an adult, she had a career and hopefully the gossip blogs would forget about her forever; and 3) most important, to rebuild her relationship with her father, Charles. Ellie had figured that number three would be the easy part. “I don’t know what he wants. I moved here to work for him, hoping we would have the relationship we never had, but it turns out I’m still the daughter he never wanted.”

			Rachel put her hand over Ellie’s. “Don’t think like that. It’s his loss. But that means that your weekend has been freed up, doesn’t it? What do you say tomorrow night we stay in? You can do whatever work you need to catch up on, and then we’ll power up Netflix, throw on our pj’s and indulge in some pizza and prosecco? Been a while since we’ve done the Three Ps.”

			Ellie laughed. Ellie had met Rachel years ago, back in their wilder, party-hopping days. Rachel had been a popular teen music sensation in a self-destructive downward spiral, and in her, Ellie had found the perfect outlet for her own teen angst and partying antics. Together, they’d had some wild times, and then both cleaned up their acts. Ellie chose law school, and Rachel had taken to acting. They’d stuck together into adulthood, and despite it all remained the best of friends.

			“Sounds like fun,” she said, and sipped from her wineglass. She looked around the casino. She was new to Vegas, but she loved it. Ellie fed off the energy, and she smiled. The chaos fueled her, and for the first time in a long time, she felt at home—she was built for Vegas.

			It was a different world to her. In Vegas, she could live her life without paparazzi following her every movement. Nobody tried to get photos of her or Rachel being drunken messes outside of nightclubs, or even when either of them made a trip to the grocery store, just because she had been the rebellious teenage daughter of an aging D-list actress who couldn’t leave the spotlight. In Vegas, Ellie blended into the crowd, and in a weird way, the wild debauchery of the crowd made her feel safe. Shouts from a nearby craps table caught her attention. Someone was on a winning streak. Unlike in LA, regular people could be the center of attention in Las Vegas. Everyone was only a roll, a hand, a pull of a slot machine away from celebrity or notoriety. She looked at the excitement at the table and she saw the man behind the ruckus.

			His excited smile turned serious when his eyes met hers. She was too far away to see what color they were, but from her seat, she could tell they were more vibrant than any flashing light in the casino. His white shirt was open at the collar, revealing tanned skin. He was gorgeous. She looked away and turned back to Rachel, who was watching her.

			“You might as well go talk to him,” Rachel said.

			“Nope. This is a girls’ night. No boys allowed.”

			“Who made that rule?”

			Ellie looked back to the man and saw that he was still watching her. She smiled again, knowing she had him. She watched him pass the dice to the dealer, and walk away from the table to the disappointed groans of the other patrons.

			Ellie stood. “I’ll be right back,” she told Rachel, and headed in the guy’s direction. Rachel said something she didn’t hear over the din of the busy casino, and she turned her head. “What was that? Oof—” the air rushed out of her lungs as she smashed into a hard, male chest. She was unsteady on her high heels, but he reached for her, dropping his phone and catching her before she fell, while his cell phone cracked against the floor instead.

			“Oh hey,” he said, his strong fingers gripping her upper arms, supporting her. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” Ellie looked down and saw the cracks that lined his screen. “I’m doing a lot better than your phone, at least.”

			He looked down. “Oh, dammit.”

			“Sorry about that,” she told him as he released her and picked up the device.

			“It’s okay. I really should have been watching where I was going. It was time to get another one anyway.” He shrugged. “I was on my way over to talk to you, so mission accomplished, I guess.” He extended his hand to her in introduction, and when he looked at her, she could see the interest in his eyes. “Gabe,” he said, a grin producing deep dimples below his chiseled cheekbones.

			She shook his hand. His fingers were large around her own. “Hi, Gabe. I’m Ellie.”

			“Ellie,” he repeated, as if indulging in her name. “That’s pretty. Are you here alone?” he asked, looking around.

			“She’s here with me,” Rachel said from somewhere behind Ellie. She couldn’t believe she’d completely forgotten about her friend, who’d been sitting at the bar.

			When Gabe’s eyes widened, and he smiled, Ellie could read the question in his expression. “Not like that,” she clarified. “We’re here together. But not here together.”

			He reached past Ellie and extended his hand to Rachel. “I’m Gabe.”

			“I heard.” She shook his hand. “Rachel.”

			“Why so interested if I’m here alone?” Ellie raised a playful eyebrow.

			“I was wondering if there was a boyfriend around here who would try to kick my ass for offering to buy you both a drink.”

			“What makes you think we won’t try to kick your ass?” Ellie asked him. She already liked the guy, and would definitely have a drink with him, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to give him a hard time. He had to earn her time.

			“I think you might try,” he concurred. He cleared his throat. “At the expense of my physical well-being, would you ladies like to have a drink with me?”

			Ellie looked at Rachel, who was doing something on her phone, ignoring them, and she knew her friend wasn’t interested in being part of the conversation. She turned back to Gabe. “Excuse us,” she told him, and took Rachel’s arm, pulling her a few feet away from Gabe.

			“What’s up?” Rachel asked, looking past her in Gabe’s direction.

			“Would you mind going home without me?” Ellie asked, looking over her shoulder at Gabe, who was watching them.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll be fine.”

			“You think that’s a good idea?”

			Ellie shook her head. “Probably not. But when have I ever been a fan of good ideas?”

			Rachel shrugged. “All right, I’m not your mother—although, your mother would be all over this—so I’m going to go. But you have to promise me you’ll be careful. You don’t know this guy.”

			“I’ve got pepper spray in my purse, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

			Rachel nodded, and walked past Ellie to Gabe. “Hey, Mr. Smooth-Talker. Let me see your driver’s license.” Following behind, Ellie laughed at her friend’s brashness.

			“What?” he asked, clearly taken aback.

			Rachel held out her hand. “Let me see it.”

			Gabe didn’t argue, and Ellie watched as he produced his ID.

			Rachel was lightning quick in snapping a picture of it with her phone. She grinned at Gabe. “Now if anything happens to my friend, I’ll know right where to send the police. Ellie, text me later so I know you’re safe. Let me know anytime if you need me to pick you up.”

			“Cross my heart, I will.” She watched Rachel leave, and when she was out of earshot, Ellie turned to Gabe. “Sorry about her.”

			“It’s fine,” he said with another amazing smile. “She’s just looking out for you. Being a good friend.”

			“She is. She’s amazing. We’ve known each other since we were teenagers.”

			“That’s nice. It’s good for someone to have your back.”

			“She’s like the only person,” Ellie muttered. She hadn’t meant to say that, but the words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

			He frowned at her, and she knew she’d inadvertently revealed too much. “How about we get that drink?” He reached for her hand, but she pulled back from him.

			“Why are you so sure I’m eager to go anywhere with a stranger?”

			“Because you let your friend go home without you.”

			“That’s true,” she conceded.

			“All right, why don’t I tell you a little about myself? Then I won’t be such a stranger.”

			“Okay,” she said, leaning casually against a cement pillar. “Tell me. You from here?”

			“Yeah, I grew up here. Proudly battle-born-and-raised,” he told her, referencing the Nevada state nickname. “Except for the time I spent in England for university.”

			“How nice.”

			“What do you do?”

			“I’m a lawyer. Business law,” she answered, still not used to saying the words. They didn’t feel natural.

			His eyes widened, then narrowed in scrutiny. “Me, too,” he answered. “Strange we’ve never crossed paths before. I would have definitely remembered meeting you.”

			“I’ve only been here for a couple of weeks. I just finished school back east.”

			“New to the city,” he said with a nod. “I’d pegged you for a tourist. So, you’re brand-new and fresh-faced?”

			“I guess so.”

			“I guess it makes sense that we haven’t met. I just returned from Hong Kong, myself. I’ve been working over there the past couple of months.”

			“Oh nice. So corporate law isn’t all filings and research.”

			“It’s all of those things. But sometimes they let you go to exotic locales to file and research. How do you like practicing so far?”

			“It’s a lot of work. Which I don’t need to tell you.” She started to think about her father, and how he would more than disapprove of her night spent on the Vegas Strip instead of in her office. She pushed it aside. “You know, can we not talk about work? I really need to take a night off.”

			He looked relieved at her suggestion. “That sounds good to me. Can I buy you that drink now?” He held out his hand to her and looked around the busy casino. “I know a great place here. It’s quieter. We’ll be able to talk some more.”

			She looked Gabe over. The smart, sensible thing would be to thank him for the offer, catch up with Rachel and go home.

			But for one night, Ellie didn’t want to be smart. She wanted to have fun. Between her years in law school and her new job, she’d been working so hard lately, in her sensible suits, that it was time to finally release old Ellie for one more wild night. One more night of fun, that’s it. She’d earned it. And as she watched Gabe, with his cocky grin and mischievous eyes, she knew that he was the way to do so. Curving the corners of her lips upward, she put her hand in his and said, “Sure.”

			As her fingers interlocked with Gabe’s and her palm flattened against his, an electric shock shot through her body, and she looked up at his profile. He must have felt her gaze on him, because he looked down at her and winked. It was dumb, reckless even, to go off with a stranger, something that she’d never done before. But something about Gabe made her brain shut off and follow her intuition—it told her that she was right where she wanted to be.

			The crowd seemed to part before them as they made their way across the casino floor. Ellie was barely aware of the people around them as Gabe led her through the throngs, expertly navigating the crowd. She wasn’t sure if she was imagining many of them looking in their direction. She stiffened, wondering if any of them knew her from the days when she topped the gossip blogs, or maybe they knew Gabe, or maybe they were just admiring him, paying attention to the sexiest man in the room. He had certainly gotten her attention, Ellie reasoned.

			She was surprised when he didn’t lead her to the trendy nightclub, but instead bypassed the lineup and led her to a staircase that took them to a quieter area above the casino floor. The bar had an air of sophistication and exclusivity. Class. It was quieter, less chaotic than the casino below. The place felt like Gabe.

			After he shook the hand of the doorman, palming him some amount of money, an attendant led them to a secluded corner at the far end, a semicircle booth ensconced in a nook built into the wall to ensure them privacy. Ellie settled into the rich, leather booth, as Gabe did the same. When the server came to take their order, Gabe plucked the menu from the table.

			“What’s your poison?” he asked, passing her the drink menu.

			“I’m not picky,” she told him.

			After a brief deliberation, Gabe ordered a bottle of champagne for them.

			“A bottle?”

			“Well, they don’t exactly sell the good stuff by the glass,” he told her with a sly wink.

			“Champagne, though?”

			He shrugged casually. “I don’t know about you, but I feel like celebrating.”

			She sat a little closer to him, bringing her knee in contact with his thigh, pivoting her upper body to face him on the couch. “What are you celebrating?”

			“I have a feeling I’m going to become the newest partner at my firm,” he told her.

			Ellie’s eyes widened in awe. Gabe was clearly a young man, and making partner at a law firm was quite an accomplishment. “That’s awesome. Where do you work?”

			He shook his head. “I thought we weren’t going to talk about work?”

			“You’re right,” she said.

			“But I guess there’s something else I’m celebrating,” he told her, his voice dropping to a dangerously low and sexy murmur, as he tilted his head toward her.

			She inhaled another lungful of his light, but spicy cologne. Ellie had never been a connoisseur of male cologne, but she needed to know what Gabe used, so she could cover her pillow and everything else she owned in the scent. “And what’s that?” she asked, her voice an almost breathless whisper.

			He grinned and leaned closer, bringing his lips to her ear. “Meeting you,” he said with a whisper. His breath warmed her skin, dancing over the sensitized nerve endings of her throat.

			The sheer cheesiness of the line made her eyes roll. “Oh please.” Ellie laughed and lightly pushed his shoulder. But touching him proved to be a mistake, because instead of removing her hand, she smoothed her palm over his chest, under his jacket, over the fine material of his shirt. His chest was firm, warm, solid muscle. The man worked out. But when he put his hand on top of hers, stopping the movement, trapping her hand in the spot over his heart, she could feel a gentle thrum travel through her, until it settled in a pool of desire between her thighs. So in tune with Gabe was she that she was sure she could hear the beating of his heart—maybe it was her own—and their eyes connected as the rest of the room disappeared.

			Ellie’s mouth went dry and a heat radiated from her chest upward. Gone was the moment of levity they’d shared, the air heavy with sensuality. She was so caught up in the man—the stranger—sitting beside her that she failed to notice the server approach. She backed up and, startled, reluctantly pulled away from Gabe, as the waitress presented the bottle and poured them each a glass before placing it in the ice bucket and quietly walking away.

			Alone again, Gabe passed her one of the glasses and took the opportunity to sit closer to her, shifting to more fully face her in the center of the booth, placing his arm across the back. Even though he wasn’t touching her, she could feel his proximity, his gravity forcing her closer, drawing her near. She couldn’t fight it if she wanted to—she didn’t want to—so Ellie pivoted her body in his direction, crossing her legs, bringing her calves into contact with his shin. They didn’t speak, but Ellie could feel the waves of sexual tension that radiated between them.

			Gabe held his glass aloft. “To us.”

			“To new starts,” she added, clinking her glass with his.

			They sipped their champagne, watching each other over the rims of their glasses, and she sighed when Gabe made the first move, dropping his hand on her thigh.

			“You know, I’m pretty sure you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he told her.

			High-class club or dive bar, men, it seemed, were the same all over. She rolled her eyes. “That’s original,” she told him. Ellie wondered how many women fell for a line, especially when it was uttered by a man who looked like Gabe. He would have to do better than that.

			“Okay, what if I asked you if your legs were tired?”

			“Or if it hurt when I fell from heaven?”

			“Well, that’s it, I guess.” He moved his arm away and shrugged. She missed his warmth almost immediately, and all she wanted was for him to put his arm back, to touch her again. “Those are all of my good lines.” He laughed, a deep, rich sound that filled the space around them, and he raised his glass to his mouth and drained it. He leaned toward the table and poured himself another. “More?”

			“Yeah. Thanks,” she said, holding her own now-empty glass out. He filled it and she sipped again. The carbonated bubbles tickled her nose.

			Gabe’s hand found her thigh again, and somehow, through the lust-and-champagne-heavy fog, a moment of clarity shone through. Ellie backed away slightly. “Wait a minute,” she said, and he removed his hand, leaning away from her, thankfully giving her the space she needed, where she wasn’t under the influence of him and whatever cologne he was wearing. But when she caught her breath, all she longed for was another indulgent breath of him.

			But she didn’t do this. Ellie Carrington didn’t fall so hard for men. She didn’t chase them. She didn’t jump into bed with just any good-looking guy. She needed to keep her cool. She wanted Gabe, and she could tell he wanted her. But he was going to have to work for it. She couldn’t let him know that he’d already won her over.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“Don’t think that just because you got us this table and forked over way too much money for this bottle of champagne, I’m going to sleep with you,” she warned him. Even though Ellie would probably end the evening riding him like a cowgirl, he didn’t have to know it would be that easy.

			A quick grin split his face. Those dimples again. “What makes you think I’m going to ask to sleep with you?”

			She could still feel the ghost of his touch on her thigh. “The way you’re looking at me, the expensive champagne. Stuff like that normally comes with a price, if you know what I mean.”

			“Oh, I know what you mean, but maybe I’m thirsty.”

			“I’ll bet you are.” She quirked an eyebrow and he laughed.

			“Maybe I wanted to share a drink with a beautiful woman.” He took a drink from his glass, as if to prove his point. “But so we’re clear, Ellie, there’s no obligation on either of our parts here. We can just sit here, two strangers sharing a bottle of champagne. And if the evening leads to more—and I hope it does—that’s great. If not...” he shrugged and drank again. “Who knows, later tonight you might be begging me to fuck you—” she nearly crumbled at his use of the word, but he shook his head “—and I’ll just put you in a cab to go home.”

			Ellie laughed, knowing he was full of it. She could see the way that he looked at her, the way he’d caressed her thigh, and knew that if she was willing, there was no way he’d be putting her in a car. At that moment, Ellie knew that she would end up in bed with this man that evening. There was no other option. She felt powerless to the hold he had over her, his captivating emerald eyes, the upward curve of his lush lips. Ellie didn’t make a habit of sleeping around, or having one-night stands—nor would she judge anyone who did—not since she’d left her partying days behind her, but as she watched Gabe over the rim of her glass, she knew she would make an exception for him. Ellie was intrigued by Gabe, and she liked him already. So, she decided not to fight whatever was happening between them, and drank her champagne instead.

			 

			After an hour, the lights at the bar had dimmed a little, setting a more intimate mood. Gabe poured the last few drops of champagne into his glass, returned the bottle to the ice bucket upside down, and settled back in the booth, feeling as mellow and relaxed as he possibly could with the intense hum of desire buzzing through him. Ellie had kept her position, turned facing him, her long legs curled so her feet were underneath her, knees resting on his thigh, dangerously close to his dick.

			He wasn’t sure when he’d last enjoyed the company of a woman like Ellie. She was gorgeous and sexy, but she was also smart, quick, funny, and they shared some sort of connection that had eluded him for a while now. She was easy to talk to, and when the server came back, he didn’t want to leave so they ordered another bottle.

			“So, what are you doing on the Strip tonight?” she asked. “I might be new in town, but I know that this is mainly a tourist place.”

			Gabe thought about his response. With his friends all busy with their own lives, he had headed out on a solo mission. Not wanting to be alone in his empty house, the Strip seemed like a good way to kill a night. He’d been right. He’d been craving excitement. Something different. Something new. Something wild before he signed his life away to Charles Burnham, his boss and mentor, and as he looked over at Ellie, he knew he’d found it with her. “I came here tonight because I knew I wouldn’t see anyone I know here. I was looking for something different.”

			He could feel Ellie watching him and he knew he’d revealed too much. “It feels like there’s a story there,” she said.

			She’d hit the nail on the head, but he felt like a spoiled fool for complaining about all of his blessings and the success he’d had in his career. “There is. But not one I’m interested in telling.”

			She leaned closer to him, as if she were studying him. The air between them had become even more charged. Heated. It was a point of no return for him, as they both moved in slow motion. With his fingertips, he caressed her smooth jaw and drew her closer. He wanted to kiss her more than he wanted his next breath.

			The second her lips touched his, he was a goner. A gentle caress at first, testing her boundaries, he took her bottom lip between the two of his and nipped. Her sigh urged him on, and he stroked his tongue against the seam of her lips, before she opened to him, allowing him access to her hot, wet mouth. Soon, the kiss wasn’t enough. He grasped Ellie around the waist and lifted her, settling her onto his lap, so that her thighs straddled his. She moaned into his mouth and the sound shot straight to his dick. He was hard, and she ground against him, and she felt so good, it stole his breath when she tilted her head and deepened the kiss.

			His hands went to her ass, and he held her in place and controlled her movements as he ran her hot core against his length. Christ, Gabe wanted her, and he pulled away. He surveyed their surroundings—the walls of the nook kept them obscured from the view of the other bar patrons. He could take her right there, but a part of him held back. That sort of behavior would be welcome at Di Terrestres—he cursed himself for not bringing her there—but not in a booth at a public club. Whether or not they were in Las Vegas—Sin City—public decency laws still applied. “Fuck, I want you, Ellie,” he breathed against her skin, his fingers digging into her waist. He cursed his more practical, law-abiding side.

			“I thought I was supposed to be the one begging.”

			“You aren’t yet. But you will be. Let’s go somewhere where I can do everything I want with you.”

			Ellie nodded. “Good idea.”

			Gabe took some bills from his wallet and threw them on the table to cover the cost of the champagne and tip. Ellie and Gabe stood and casually walked outside.

			Gabe pressed his hand against Ellie’s lower back, leading her to the taxis waiting outside of the casino entrance, but on the horizon, something caught his attention. The High Roller, the giant observation Ferris wheel that had been added to the Las Vegas skyline a few years before. He had an idea. Just as bad an idea as he’d had within the confines of their cozy booth in the club—but one that would be even more fun.

			“Where are we going?” Ellie asked, as they bypassed the waiting cars and crossed the street.

			“I’ve got an idea.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			GABE TOOK ELLIE’S hand and, with a brisk pace, all but dragged Ellie toward the huge Ferris wheel that rose high into the sky. On her dangerously high heels, she could barely keep up with his long-legged stride. When they arrived at the ride, she looked up. Groups of probably ten to fifteen people boarded and gathered in each of the large observation pods, taking in the view of the lights of Las Vegas Boulevard with drinks in their hands and smiles on their faces.

			Ellie wondered why—when she was about to hike her skirt up a few minutes ago and have sex with him in a private booth—he would suddenly want to show her the view high above the Strip. There was a small lineup of groups waiting to get on but Gabe held back, waiting until the line dwindled. Ellie almost squealed when Gabe grabbed her ass. She looked up and saw the wicked grin that had perched upon his lips. And she knew exactly why Gabe had brought her there—what his intentions were.

			When all the other groups had been escorted to their pods, they walked up to the attendant. Just like with the host at the club they’d visited, Gabe palmed a bill to the attendant. The man knew how to operate, to get what he wanted. “We’d appreciate it if we could ride alone,” he told the other man.

			The attendant winked at Gabe. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			They were escorted into an observation pod, and instead of bringing in another group, the attendant closed the door after them—ensuring that they were alone in the round pod, which had a maximum occupancy of forty people. The pod was large, luxurious and even featured a bar on one side. Go Big or Go Home was Vegas’s motto, it seemed.

			The wheel continued on its way upward, and the lights inside the pod were dimmed, to allow its occupants to fully appreciate the nighttime Strip view. For a brief moment, she found herself drawn to the view. The lights of Sin City twinkled as she took in the Eiffel Tower, the beam atop the Luxor pyramid, the neon lights of the Flamingo... The crowds of people reveling in it. The energy of Las Vegas Boulevard was incredible, infectious, and it fed her.

			But she forgot about all of that when Gabe came up behind her, cupping her hips with his large hands, watching the view over her shoulder.

			“It’s incredible, right?”

			“Yeah,” he whispered.

			“I can’t believe I live here.”

			“I’ve lived in this city almost my entire life. I’ve never seen it quite like this.”

			She turned in his arms, forgetting the outside view and focusing on the one inside the pod. “How long do we have in here?”

			“A half hour or so,” he told her, his lips grazing her neck. “Still not enough time,” he whispered against her skin.

			She shivered under his touch, and smoothed her hands over his chest. “Well, we’d better get down to business, then,” she said, pushing him backward until he landed heavily on the cushioned bench that stretched along the opposite side of the pod. Reminiscent of how they’d kissed in the booth, she mounted his lap, bracing her thighs on either side of his. Tugging on the front of his shirt, it was her turn to kiss him. And she did so, using more roughness than she needed to. She couldn’t get enough of Gabe. His full lips, his insistent tongue.

			He gripped her thighs and ventured upward underneath her skirt, and when his hands found her ass, he cupped her, his fingers digging hard into her flesh. But still, he pulled his mouth away. “Goddammit,” he muttered, throwing his head against the back of the bench.

			“What is it?”

			“I don’t have a condom.” His chest heaved with what she imagined was frustration.

			“Is that all?” She asked. “It’s okay.” She dismounted from his lap to fetch her purse. Reaching inside, she pulled out the condom she’d put in her makeup bag and resumed her position, straddling his thighs. “I’ve got you covered. Literally.”

			The relief on his face was obvious as she moved in to kiss him again. He plucked the condom packet from her fingers as his lips trailed across her jaw and down her throat.

			He went to her again, taking her face in his hands, kissing her sweet lips, tasting her champagne-flavored tongue. “This isn’t very romantic,” he said, between kisses.

			“Are you kidding?” she breathed. “Look at the view. It’s incredibly romantic.”

			“What view?” he asked. “All I can see is you. You deserve better than a quick fuck in a tourist attraction.”

			“Don’t worry about me. Right here with you. This is exactly where I want to be.”

			His hands skimmed over her skin. “Next time, I’m going to take my time with you. So I can explore every inch of your body.”

			Ellie looked forward to that. Those were nice words. But she wouldn’t count on another round with Gabe. This was a one-night stand and she knew it. So she focused on the present, and having Gabe for the next thirty minutes or so. She covered his mouth again with her own for another scorching kiss, before it was time to get down to business.

			“Oh Christ,” Gabe whispered against her. Her fingers made quick work of his belt and the button on his pants. She unzipped him, and reached into his boxer briefs to his cock. He was so hard. So thick. She wanted to fall to the floor between his knees and taste him, but there wasn’t time for that. She wanted him inside of her more than anything.

			Ellie plucked the condom back from his fingers, opened it and rolled the latex over his length. At her touch, he closed his eyes, wincing. He was so hard, and she was ready for him. She thought she might burst if she didn’t feel him inside of her. Gabe pushed up the short skirt of her dress, and thankfully she’d skipped panties when she’d dressed for the evening, because there was now no barrier between her and Gabe. She held him by his base, and guided herself down over him.

			Ellie exhaled as he filled her, and she shuddered against him. She rose again, withdrawing almost all of his length from her, before lowering and taking all of him again. With his fingers digging into her waist, he guided her as she bounced in his lap.

			The lights of the Strip danced in her periphery, but all she could see was Gabe, and she was only somewhat aware of the glass on either side of her. “Can people see us?” she asked, through heavy breaths.

			“We’re pretty obscured right where we are,” he told her. Pulling down the top of her dress, taking her bra with it, he exposed her breasts. He bent over, taking advantage, and took one beaded nipple into his mouth, as he pinched the other between two fingers. Ellie yelled out and arched her back, pushing her chest against him. Gabe took the lead and, pushing up with his hips and holding her aloft, he pumped into her, again and again.

			Ellie felt her heart rate ratchet higher, and heard the hitch in his breath. She was close, and she could tell from the way that he clutched her, how his fingers dug into her waist, that he was, too. He turned her attention to the view, which slowly descended toward the earth. They didn’t have much time. But they didn’t need much more. Wrapping her arms around Gabe’s shoulder, Ellie felt the beautiful crescendo of her climax, and she screamed out her release. Gabe released her waist and about growled against her shoulder, as his body tensed, and then loosened. He lifted his head and looked at her. They locked eyes, their connection fierce and unbreakable.

			Startled by her closeness with this stranger, Ellie’s breath caught in her chest. It was too intimate a moment for her. This was supposed to be a onetime thing with a sexy stranger, but she already wanted him again. “We’re close to the ground,” she whispered, willing her body to move away from him.

			“Yeah,” he agreed and released her. She pulled up her dress, covering herself before she stood and came into view of the other riders and people on the ground, while Gabe stood and discarded the condom in the garbage near the empty bar area.

			“Well, Gabe,” she said, fixing her hair in her dark reflection in the mirror, trying to not look like she’d been fucked senseless on a Ferris wheel. “That was something else.”

			He came up behind her and turned her head in his direction, gaining access to her lips. Gabe kissed her until she ran the risk of running out of oxygen. “Yeah, sorry about how quick that was,” he said, his voice husky with desire. “I don’t know what got into me.”

			“Well, I know exactly what got into me,” she said, turning in his arms to face him.

			“Next time, it won’t be like this, though,” he promised her.

			Her heart fluttered at the prospect of another time with Gabe. “Next time?”

			“Yeah, I already told you that. You can guarantee there’s going to be another time. Definitely tonight, probably in the next thirty minutes.” He looked around the observation pod, as it neared the ground and the end of their ride. “But it won’t be in here.”

			She sighed and leaned into him. “I’ve got some stories, but this might be the wildest thing I’ve ever done.”

			“Me, too,” he admitted.

			She looked at him, and one corner of her mouth ticked upward. “A guy like you? A city like this? I find that hard to believe.”

			“It’s true. Compared to everyone I know, I’m the straitlaced, boring one.”

			Frowning, Ellie brushed her lips lightly to his. “You sound sad about that.”

			Gabe shrugged. “I sometimes wonder how much time I wasted in my twenties with my nose in the books, working and studying.” Ellie understood that; while she’d sown many wild oats before she’d been legally allowed to drink, or be admitted into clubs, she’d spent many of the past few years doing the same.

			“Not that there was anything wrong with being diligent and working hard, and I’ve certainly learned how to have fun since then,” Gabe continued. “But when I think of myself as a younger man, I can only imagine myself in a dark corner of a law library.”

			Ellie watched him carefully. “I can already tell that working hard has made you successful, but life has to be about balance, right?”

			“Sometimes I just wonder what sorts of things I missed out on when I should have been young and stupid.”

			Ellie took his lapels in her hands and pulled him closer. “You’re in luck,” she started. “Because young and stupid is one of my specialties. Wonder no more, Gabe. Why don’t we take the rest of this night, and we’ll make some stories?”

			“I like the sound of that. Why don’t we get a room?” he suggested. She almost said yes. Spending the rest of the night naked in a hotel room with Gabe would be one hell of a way to spend a night—and they would no doubt be there in a few hours—but she wanted to show him a wild, stupid, reckless night. She couldn’t help it. Old Ellie was on the loose, and she couldn’t be leashed yet. “As tempting as that idea is, no way. We’re going to have a little clothes-on excitement before we do that.” She winked. “Then you can ravish me all you want.”

			“Deal. So where to now?”

			“More drinks?” she asked. “It’s still kind of early. We can hit a nightclub. How do you feel about dancing the night away? And we can see just how much trouble we can get into,” she suggested, hoping he wouldn’t say no.

			His chuckle was low, husky. “That sounds good to me. The night is young, and so are we.”

			“Come on.” Taking the lead, Ellie grasped his hand in hers and pulled him toward the door of the pod. When the attendant unlocked it they exited, and Ellie knew that based on their rumpled appearance and flushed cheeks, it was probably obvious to everyone in the vicinity what they’d been up to five hundred and fifty feet above the Las Vegas Strip. “Sorry, ladies,” Ellie whispered to a group of women looking to board next, as she tilted her head in Gabe’s direction. “But look at him. Can you blame me?”

			Gabe chuckled as some of the women in line laughed and cast him interested looks, but Ellie pulled him away before he could say anything. They were on a mission. A stupid and reckless one.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THE SECOND GABE opened his eyes, he regretted it. The sun coming in through the open blinds was far too bright, and the room sat tilted on an axis. He squinted as he took in his surroundings. He wasn’t in his own bedroom. He was in a hotel.

			He pushed himself to a sitting position and tried to fight off the nausea caused by moving, while he attempted to make sense of where he was. Piece by piece, through the fog of his hangover, it came back to him. Meeting Ellie, drinking champagne, sex in the High Roller, more drinks, gambling, the penthouse suite, more champagne. More Ellie. More sex. Then even more champagne. He looked down at his left hand, and saw the band around his fourth finger.

			Getting married.

			“Fuck.”

			It all came back to him. Somewhere between the roulette wheel and making their way to the Bellagio penthouse suite, where he currently found himself, they’d decided it would be a really crazy idea to hop in a car and go to a twenty-four-hour wedding chapel at the north end of Las Vegas Boulevard, to be married by a later-in-life Elvis impersonator in a polyester, rhinestone-studded suit left over from the seventies. In a sex-and-champagne-fueled night, he’d gotten drunk and gone and done one of the dumbest things he’d ever done—married a stranger. That drunk, it couldn’t have been legal, right?

			“Ellie?” he called. The suite was silent. In the need to cut loose a bit, he’d gone to an extreme. After years of hard work to reach his goal, he was so close, and he’d just fucked it up beyond all reason. Ellie had brought out something wild in him, and even though the hangover that ravaged him made him wish he was dead, she’d helped him feel alive. When he was with her, he’d felt like a different man. He couldn’t blame Ellie, though. He’d unleashed his own uncontrollable beast in the quest to have an out-of-control night away from the office. After they’d had sex in the High Roller—one of the craziest things he’d ever done outside of the walls of Di Terrestres—it had been his idea to up the wild ante. To do what was most unexpected of him—to go to the chapel and make the lively, strange, fun, amazing woman his wife.

			His head pounding, he looked around. “Ellie,” he called again, and was met with more silence. With a groan, he pushed himself up from the bed and looked throughout the suite. Ellie was nowhere to be found. He did find his phone, however, and then remembered shattering it the night before when Ellie had crashed into him—and into his life. “Dammit. Right.”

			He didn’t know the time, or even what day it was until he went to the smart TV that was mounted on the wall, and was shocked by what it told him. Saturday. Five p.m. He’d somehow slept through most of Saturday. And Ellie, his wife, was nowhere to be found in the suite. He pushed back his hair and pulled on his boxer shorts, which he’d found at the foot of the bed. Then he saw it on the desk—a second platinum band, smaller and thinner than the one on his own finger, diamonds encircling it, on top of a piece of hotel stationery that bore the words Gabe, I’m sorry—Ellie. She’d walked out while he was sleeping.

			It was stupid—he barely knew the woman—but her abandonment still stung him like a great loss. He lifted the note, and underneath it was an official marriage certificate. Goddammit, their marriage had somehow been legit.

			Walking through the suite, he saw the remnants of what looked like a wild night—his clothes strewn about, empty champagne bottles on the floor, liquid soaking the lush carpet—he remembered pouring it over Ellie’s body, and lapping it from her smooth skin—and a room service cart told him at least they’d managed to eat at some point.

			The penthouse suite was empty, but not as empty as he felt. He wasn’t sure if it was the hangover, or disappointment from her absence. But he pushed past the sadness, the stupidity, the disappointment, when he thought of the legal ramifications of a marriage. Off the top of his head, he couldn’t recall Nevada’s marriage laws, but he knew that it would be a lot more than just signing some annulment papers. But not only that, Ellie, being a lawyer herself, through some legal maneuvering, could be entitled to his assets, and the Brotherhood’s assets. He could fight it, but so could she. Ellie wouldn’t come after him, his money, his house, the Brotherhood, would she? Gabe had no idea. He didn’t even know her.

			“Oh God.” This is exactly why he never walked on the wild side. He’d potentially screwed up everything. He had to protect himself and his friends. He and Ellie had been beyond drunk, and he could argue intoxication as grounds for annulment. But he had to find her first. He checked the name on the marriage certificate. Ellie Carrington. He would have to look her up, find her. But first he had to get home, and figure out how to make everything right.

			 

			Ellie sat on her bed, her door closed, the blinds drawn and the lights off. She plucked a multigrain cracker from its sleeve and nibbled on a corner, trying to keep her stomach from revolting. She hadn’t had a hangover this bad in her life, and not only was she hungover, but once again, her drunken exploits had affected her sober life. She’d done quite a few questionable things under the influence, but when she’d awakened that morning, Gabe’s arms wrapped around her and a diamond-encircled wedding band on her finger, she’d panicked, slipped out of bed and, as quietly as she could, gathered her things and bolted.

			She had somehow lost a night, and most of Saturday, with Gabe. Her head throbbed just thinking about it. It was a wild, incredible night. If only she could remember any of it.

			It had been a long time since she’d had a night like that. Not since the hard-partying days of old Ellie. The party monster with whom she’d been acquainted in her past had once again reared her ugly head and made overindulgence the word of the day. She’d been drunk on alcohol, and drunk on Gabe. She had only the barest recollection of whatever had passed for their wedding ceremony, vaguely remembering Gabe slipping the diamond wedding band on her finger, and the Elvis impersonator declaring them husband and wife, and wishing them a “rocking life together.”

			This is so fucked-up. How was she going to get out of it? They could get an annulment, but she would have to find Gabe—why had she taken off without waking him and not stayed to talk about what they’d done? “Like an actual adult,” she muttered to herself, reaching into the sleeve for another salted cracker.

			Ellie had had an amazing night with Gabe, and when she’d woken up that morning, she felt the need to get out of there. To put her slip back into old Ellie’s world behind her.

			She’d needed to leave, and hoped he would forget about her, or that their wedding hadn’t been real, or legal. But that morning, as she’d zippered her dress, and took one last look at his sleeping form—that incredible, strong body—her only regret was that she wouldn’t get one more night with him.

			A knock on the door made her wince, the noise vibrating around inside her head, against her brain. Knowing it was Rachel, she said “come in.”

			Rachel opened the door a crack. The light coming into her darkened room made her squint her eyes shut. “Just get in here and close the door.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Do I look okay?”

			“You do not. What time did you get in last night? Or should I say this morning? I was thinking about calling the police with Gabe’s information, but you sent me this.” Rachel produced her cell phone. Ellie looked at the screen and a picture of Gabe, Elvis and herself, smiling and standing in front of an altar left over from 1979, holding a small bouquet of wilted pink carnations.

			“What happened to you last night? You got married? You’re lucky I had to work this morning, because I would have definitely come out and hauled your ass home.”

			“Yeah. I kind of wish you had.”

			Rachel picked up Ellie’s left hand. “Where’s your ring?”

			“I left it in a penthouse suite at the Bellagio.”

			“This is unbelievable. I don’t even know what to say. You’re married.”

			“Don’t remind me.”

			“I take it you aren’t a thrilled blushing bride.”

			“Why would I be? It was stupid. A drunken mistake. We need an annulment.”

			“What did you guys decide to do?”

			Ellie winced again, and the pain in her head now had nothing to do with her piercing hangover. It was regret. “Nothing. I snuck out before he woke up.”

			Rachel’s mouth hung open. She picked up a small pillow and threw it at Ellie. “You...did a walk of shame after your own wedding night?”

			“It wasn’t a walk of shame.” She tried to defend herself, but knew it wasn’t going to work. “It was a bad decision. I didn’t know how to face the guy. I needed to get my mind right, organize my thoughts, before I see him again.”

			Rachel looked at Ellie, and laid down on the bed next to her. She took a cracker from the package and popped it into her mouth. “This is you organizing your thoughts?”

			“As soon as the room stops spinning, I’ll start organizing.”

			“What’s happened to you? You’re Ellie Carrington. You’re fucking fearless. You stared down the paparazzi, tabloid reporters, anyone who crossed you. You don’t run away.”

			“Maybe I don’t feel much like that Ellie anymore. What do you think my father would say if he finds out that my first couple of weeks in the city, I end up getting married to a one-night stand?”

			Rachel frowned. “That’s what this little pity party is about, isn’t it?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your father. You’re worried about his opinion.”

			“Of course, I am.”

			“Sure, you married a stranger. You fucked up. You made a mistake. But that’s your own problem to deal with. Why does it always come down to him?”

			Ellie had to think about it. Why was his opinion so important? She settled on her typical answer. “He was instrumental in me turning my life around.”

			“Since when do you care what anyone—any man—thinks of you?”

			“It’s more than that. This is supposed to be my opportunity to have a relationship with him.”

			“All right. What’s your next step?”

			Ellie sighed. “Put on my big girl panties and deal with this, right?”

			“That’s right. And first?”

			“Find Gabe. Talk to him. I don’t even know how to find him.”

			“Girl, I can help you out there,” Rachel said, scrolling through the photos on her phone. “I might know more about your husband than you do. I took that picture of his driver’s license, remember?”

			“You’re smart,” Ellie told her, taking her phone. She looked at Gabe’s photo. It was ridiculous, but she found herself missing him. She regretted walking out on him this morning. She dedicated his home address to her memory and handed the phone back.

			“That is one handsome husband you have there,” Rachel said with a laugh, but then she turned serious. “So, you’re going to go see him?”

			“Yeah, I kind of have to, right?”

			“You do.”

			“What do I say?”

			Rachel shrugged. “I guess you can start with ‘Hey, hubby.’”

			“You’re a jerk.”

			“I know, but you love me anyway.”

			With a plan in place, her hangover had dissipated, and she felt ready to tackle her problems head-on.

			“I do. That’s my problem,” she said, smiling at her friend. “Okay. I’m going to go. But first I need a shower.” She turned on her bedside lamp and took in her reflection in her mirror. “I can’t go see my husband looking like this.”

			 

			Gabe, freshly showered, somewhat hydrated but still feeling horrible, sat at his kitchen table in front of his opened laptop and tossed both platinum bands down next to it. He didn’t know what to do with them. But he felt somehow closer to his missing wife when it was near.

			Where was she? Why did she leave without saying goodbye? He’d been with his fair share of women, acquaintances, strangers he’d never see again, familiar lovers he’d seen multiple times, but he’d never married any of them in a sex-and-booze-filled stupor. He’d known the minute he saw Ellie, with her huge, dark eyes, and lush, full mouth, that there was something about her. He tried to shake her. But he knew he wouldn’t be successful. Not until he saw her again. He had to find her.

			Normally, the type of anonymous, one-night arrangement he’d shared with Ellie was fine with him. It was the kind of thing he sought out at Di Terrestres. Last night was different, and now he couldn’t get sweet, sexy, wild Ellie—his wife—out of his mind. He had no idea how he would get on with his day and focus on anything but her, and figuring out a way to find her.

			Gabe needed advice—needed to talk to his friends, to let them know that he’d royally screwed up and put them all at risk. With his phone still shattered, he turned to his laptop and started up a video chat with the other members of the Brotherhood. One by one, his four friends’ faces filled his screen as they answered.

			“Gabe!” Alana was the first to speak. “Where have you been? You’ve been completely MIA.” It had been only twenty-four hours, but she was right. He hadn’t been out of contact with any of them, especially Alana, for that long, in years.

			“I smashed my phone last night. I haven’t been out for a new one yet.”

			“You look like hell. What happened to you?” she asked.

			“I may have lost most of the night—and today—in a Bellagio penthouse, after too many bottles of champagne to count.” Stunned silence met him in every chat window on his screen. Within the group, Gabe was the straight man to every joke, the serious one, the quiet one. The studious one. The one who avoided scandal at every turn, while his friends had all found themselves embroiled in it at one time or another. “And that’s not all.”

			“What happened?” Brett asked.

			Gabe grabbed the marriage license and held it up to the screen. “There’s also this.”

			“What the fuck is that?” Alex asked.

			“I got married.”

			More stunned silence. But Alana was the first to crack, and she laughed. Soon, it was echoed by a chorus of deeper, more masculine laughs. For a moment, as he took in their glee, Gabe hated his friends.

			“So, who’s the lucky lady?” Alana asked, when she caught her breath.

			“Her name is Ellie,” he started, and made a show of looking at the certificate, “and it seems as if her last name is Carrington.”

			“Where is she?” Rafael asked. “Who is she? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

			“I’m not,” Gabe responded, his voice flat. “And who and where are both questions I would love to have the answers to, as well. She was gone when I woke up this morning. She left her ring, and an extremely short Dear John letter.”

			As the rest of the group seemed to digest what Gabe had told them, Rafael spoke again. “Gabe, we all think this is pretty funny, but do I have to ask if there was any sort of prenup? I’m guessing there was not.”

			He shook his head. And he was certain he could hear the sharp intakes of breath from each of the corners of the city. They now understood the seriousness of the situation.”

			“Can you get it annulled?” Alana asked.

			“I’m going to try. With the level of intoxication, it would be grounds for annulment. I’ve looked it up, and it’ll only be a minor headache. My biggest problem is that I can’t find Ellie to serve her with it.”

			“Use my PI,” Rafael told him. Gabe could see he was already on his phone to get the information. “Harrison’s the best. This Ellie, is she local?”

			Instead of responding, Gabe just stared into his laptop’s camera for a moment, urging his brain to remember any details she’d told him about her life. Then it hit him. “Yeah, she just moved here. She’s a lawyer, too. But I have no idea where.”

			“Jesus Christ, Gabe,” Alana said with an exasperated sigh.

			“I know. I fucked up. But it shouldn’t be too hard to track her down. Rafael, send me your PI’s contact info. I’ll call him.”

			“You guys swinging by the club tonight?” Alana asked them, thankfully taking the attention off him. They discussed their evening plans while Gabe thought about Ellie. He needed to find her, and not just for the annulment. But because he wanted to see her. He genuinely missed her, and the longer he went without seeing her, the quicker he reverted to staid and serious Gabe. He liked how she made him feel, and he wondered how he could get that feeling back. You know, without the whole drunken Vegas wedding thing...

			“Coming by tonight, Gabe?”

			He shook his head. “No. I’ve got to figure this out. See if I can find Ellie, and put it all behind me, before Burnham gets wind of it.” He hadn’t even thought about the repercussion his indiscretion would have on his career, or his staunchly conservative boss’s opinion of him. He had to end the marriage. Now.

			“Well, keep us posted,” Alana told him.

			“And guys, I’m really sorry about this. I’ll make it right, though. I won’t let my slipup put us at risk.”

			“It’s not the first time one of us has slipped up,” Brett assured him. “It’ll all work out.”

			“But I’ve got to say, I never thought it’d be you,” Alana said with a smirk.

			“Yeah,” he muttered, signing off.

			He closed his video chat and opened Facebook. In the search bar, he typed her name. Several Ellie Carringtons showed up, but he had no trouble finding the woman he’d married. He clicked on her profile. It was secured, so he could only see her profile picture. It was an older photo—maybe like him, she hadn’t updated her profile in a long time. He couldn’t see anything so, not knowing what to do, he sent her a friend request, hoping she’d see it and get in contact. He navigated away from Facebook.

			He turned to Google and ran another search on her. He saw the blog posts, the headlines, read through her wayward past as a troubled club kid. He scanned the headlines from more than five years ago, the teen daughter of an aging horror starlet, stumbling out of nightclubs, yelling at photographers, drinking. It felt wrong, looking into her past like that. It felt like a betrayal, and he wished he could protect her, and scrub it from the internet entirely. But still he perused the sites, hoping he’d find something that would help him find her today.

			One hit brought him to the website for Stanford Law School. She was part of a group photo of the most recent graduating class. He found her, in the second row, with no problem. She was like a beacon. She looked more like the woman he’d married the night before, and nothing like the troubled teen she’d been. Her eyes were bright, her smile proud. As she should be with her honors degree. Gabe was impressed and kept looking, but no matter how much he looked, he couldn’t find a way to contact her.

			With a frustrated sigh, he shut his laptop. Gabe felt impotent, unable to fix the situation he’d found himself in. He called Rafael’s PI and left a message for him to call him back. But for the moment, there was nothing else he could do. He wandered down the marble hallway. Being a lawyer had certainly lined his pockets, but it was the money that he’d earned as part of the Brotherhood that had given him the finest of luxuries. At the end of the wide hallway sat his piano. He hadn’t played in months. Between his work trip to Hong Kong and the ungodly hours he spent at the office, he had had little free time, most of which he spent at the gym or at Di Terrestres. He sat at the bench and lifted the cover revealing the shiny black-and-white keys. He placed his fingers on the keys, but before he could apply any pressure, his doorbell chimed.

			Gabe wasn’t expecting company, nor did he feel like seeing anybody, but he stood, and as he made his way down the hallway, the doorbell chimed again.

			“Hold on, I’m coming,” he said, even though he knew the person on the other side would not hear him through the heavy door. His head still pounded, and the third chime of the bell tested his patience.

			He whipped open the door, not sure who he was expecting to see, but he was about to give them a piece of his mind. But his angry tirade stopped in his throat, and he was shocked to see Ellie standing on the other side.

			“Ellie,” he whispered.

			“Hi, Gabe.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			ELLIE WASN’T SURE what sort of reception she should expect. But she stiffened when Gabe asked her, “What are you doing here?”

			“We need to talk about...well, everything. Can I come in?”

			That seemed to shake him free, and he stepped aside and held open the door for her. “Yeah, sorry. Of course. Come in.”

			Ellie walked into Gabe’s home. His place was modern, yet classic. Spacious, light, with large windows, clean lines. Not only was it uncluttered, but it looked as if nobody lived there at all. She ventured farther inside. She walked down the spotless marble floor, her high heels clicking as she went, and passed a large media room—his man cave, she assumed—where lush leather furniture was pointed toward one of the largest television screens she’d ever seen. She pictured Gabe and his friends watching sports in front of it, and wondered which sport was his favorite, or if he even liked sports at all.

			“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

			“Water’s good,” she told him. She still felt fatally dehydrated from the night before, and just looking at Gabe had made all of the moisture evaporate from her throat.

			“Sure thing. Kitchen’s on the left,” he told her. “Make yourself at home.”

			The kitchen was like the rest of the place—large, clean, devoid of the clutter and knickknacks that littered her own living space. It said a lot about Gabe, that he lived a neat, ordered existence. And she did not. Her life, ever since she’d been a child, was chaos—a wild ride—with brief detours into ordered and serious. They might have gotten married, but they weren’t husband and wife. She took a seat at his table, wishing that it wasn’t too dark to see into what was probably a beautiful backyard, judging by the house.

			Gabe poured each of them a glass of water from the fridge dispenser and passed hers over while taking a seat next to her. “We need an annulment,” he said, his voice firm.

			“That goes without saying,” she agreed. “I’m not familiar with divorce law in Nevada. What do we have to do?”

			She could see the change in Gabe’s demeanor as he launched into a speech about law. He looked at ease, and no longer volatile. “The first step is to file a complaint for annulment, which includes basic information about both of us, and the grounds for an annulment—intoxication should cover that. It won’t be the best reason the court has seen, but that’s what happened.” His smile was lopsided and wry. “I can file it and get the papers ready by tomorrow.

			“After you’re served, you file an answer, the court will schedule a hearing within ninety days and a judge will schedule a hearing to determine whether an annulment is appropriate. It’s not ideal, but at the hearing, we’ll have to testify before a judge.”

			“Ninety days? Testify at a hearing?” Ellie’s panic began to rise again. “That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? There isn’t an easier way?”

			“We could have not gotten married,” he said, with a grim smile. “But it’s too late for that.”

			She didn’t appreciate his attempt at humor. “God, this is the longest one-night stand in history.”

			He left the table and came back with a notepad and pen. “I can draw up the papers and have someone serve you with them on Monday. Where will I find you?”

			Ellie knew that like every other workday, she would be spending most of the day and night at the office. “I’ll be at work,” she told him.

			“Okay, where’s that?” he asked, poised to write.

			She started to tell him, but she could picture the rumors that would be started if someone saw her getting served with legal papers at the law office. Word would ultimately reach her father, and there’s no way she could explain that she’d drunkenly married a stranger at a cheesy twenty-four-hour wedding chapel. “Can we meet somewhere else?”

			“Yeah, sure.” He seemed to think for a moment, before writing down an address. “Why don’t you stop by here sometime tomorrow evening?”

			“Where is this?”

			“It’s a club.”

			“I work late,” she told him.

			“It’s open late,” he assured her.

			Ellie raised her glass to her lips, and Gabe did the same. They watched each other over their glasses, letting the silence enfold them, just as they’d done before. And just this once, Ellie allowed herself to revel in the memories she’d made with him the night before. How Gabe had touched her, how they’d connected, and she could tell from the way his pupils dilated, darkening his eyes to a deep emerald, that he was also thinking about the same.

			Gabe put down his glass and exhaled. “You know,” he started. “No matter how it all turned out, I really did have one of the most fun nights of my life with you.”

			“It really was a lot of fun.”

			“I don’t think I’ll ever think of the High Roller in the same way again.”

			Ellie laughed. “I still can’t believe we did that. We could have gotten arrested.”

			“That would have been pretty embarrassing, huh?”

			“At least we probably would have skipped the cheesy Elvis wedding.”

			They laughed together. Such a simple moment between two people, but Ellie could feel the still present sexual tension between them, just as surely as she could feel the desire that caused her to clench her thighs together.

			“Oh.” Gabe stood, suddenly disrupting the moment. “I should give this back to you.”

			“What is it?”

			He reached into a bowl that sat on his dark marble countertop. “Here,” he said, extending his hand. She stood in front of him, and it took her a moment to see what he’d pinched between his thumb and forefinger. It was the elegant, delicate band she’d had on her finger when she’d woken up that morning. The overhead lights splintered off the diamonds that encircled it. It was stunning. But he was trying to give it to her.

			“That isn’t mine,” she insisted.

			“It is.”

			“It must have cost a fortune.”

			He shrugged. “Probably a small fortune,” he said with a wink. “But you should have it. I mean it.”

			She wasn’t going to keep the ring. Even though, judging by his house and lifestyle, Gabe had money, it wouldn’t be right. But it didn’t stop her from reaching out. She took the ring, but as she did, her fingers grazed his. Their eyes connected over the band. She couldn’t have known who made the first move, but in just two seconds, the ring had bounced on the tiled floor, and their arms were around each other. And the ring forgotten, she went to him.

			She wanted Gabe again. This time, she couldn’t blame intoxication. It was all him, the way he moved, the way he laughed, the way he looked in his grungy T-shirt and fitted jeans. Her lips crashed to his, their mouths parted, and his tongue found hers—oh God, the way he kissed.

			Ellie pushed her hands underneath his T-shirt and scratched her fingernails along his rippled abs, then tracked them upward to his nipples. Her tickles sent a shudder through him and he chuckled into her mouth. He pulled his mouth away only long enough to reach his arm behind his head and pull his T-shirt off, treating her to the view of his upper body. He was all tanned skin, firm muscle, and soft golden hair that peppered his chest and stomach.

			Their separation was short-lived, however, as he pulled her close again, kissing her so hard that she knew his lips might bruise hers. His fingers found the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head, and before she knew it, her shorts had followed suit, and sat in a pile at her feet. Their kisses were frantic. Their hands frenzied as they traveled and became reacquainted with each other’s bodies.

			Ellie undid his jeans and pushed them over his hips. He lifted her onto the table. She reached for her purse that was hanging on her chair and pulled out the condom she’d hopefully put there before leaving her bedroom.

			Gabe chuckled, taking it from her. “You’re so helpful,” he murmured against her lips.

			“Always be prepared,” she told him. “That’s my motto.”

			“Good motto.” All humor vacated his expression, and he took his place between her knees. She watched, riveted, as he lowered his pants and boxers. She watched as his cock sprung free, released from the tensile material, and he covered himself with the latex.

			With his free hand, he grasped for the band of her panties, and she lifted her hips obediently so he could peel them away from her. He tossed the satin to the floor. Taking her ankle, he rested her foot on the tabletop, and then the other, so that her legs were spread and she was revealed to him. He grabbed her hips, aligning her with him, and pushed inside of her.

			Ellie sighed with the sweet relief of him filling her, stretching her to his size. He stilled for a moment, and she was grateful for it—she needed to learn how to breathe again.

			“Ah, Ellie,” Gabe muttered, his voice thick and heavy with pleasure. “You feel fucking incredible. I didn’t think I’d get another chance with you.”

			“Neither did I,” Ellie concurred. “But if you don’t move soon, I might explode.”

			“You got it,” he promised, pulling back, extracting most of his length from her, and then filling her again, drawing a loud cry from between her lips.

			Increasing his tempo and the force behind his powerful thrusts, he took her hard, furiously, and his hips slammed into her. He leaned over her, kissing her—his lips brushing against the sensitized skin of her jaw, throat, shoulders, setting her nerve endings ablaze. Gabe buried his face in the delicate crevice between her shoulder and neck, and Ellie inhaled deeply, pulling his scent—a heady mix of soap and sweat—deeply into her lungs. In an attempt to preserve it, keep him with her forever, she held her breath, until pleasure forced it from her lungs.

			The slap of his flesh against hers and their bodies against the wall mingled with the sound of their heavy breaths and curses to make an erotic orchestra of sound that filled his kitchen and surrounded them.

			The table was sturdy, but Ellie wasn’t sure it would survive their impact as their still-filled water glasses fell to the tiled floor, sending water and splinters of glass everywhere. The mess barely registered to Ellie, however, as all she could focus on was Gabe’s delicious assault.

			Ellie tried her best to keep her feet on the table, but with the wild movements of his driving hips it was difficult, so instead, she locked her legs around his waist and pulled him in, pulled him deeper. She closed her eyes and felt him all around her, pressed against her. She was completely wrapped up, surrounded by him—the feel of his touch, his moans in her ear, his taste all combined to completely take her over.

			Ellie felt the beginnings of her orgasm tremble low in her belly and in a desperate attempt to chase her own pleasure, she lifted her hips in time with his, and Gabe’s own movements became faster, more erratic, as he cursed helplessly in her ear. The pleasurable, exhausting warmth took over and Ellie felt herself breach the point of no return, and she cried out. With just a couple more pumps, Gabe followed her over the edge with a coarse shout, his neck stretched, veins protruding, before he stilled and collapsed over her.

			As Ellie caught her breath, Gabe pushed himself from her body. Ellie sat up and took in the broken glass on the floor and their clothing thrown about the kitchen.

			Gabe tossed the condom and pulled on his pants and boxers. “Sorry about that,” he told her, his shoulders rapidly rising and falling in an attempt to catch his breath.

			“I wasn’t complaining.” Ellie stood on the floor.

			“Watch the glass,” he told her, grabbing a broom and dustpan from a tall cupboard.

			She gingerly stepped around the table, collecting her clothing and dressing as Gabe cleaned up. “Why are you sorry?”

			Gabe disposed of the last bit of glass. “I just lost control there.” He shook his head and wiped his hands. “It seems to happen quite a bit around you.”

			Ellie paused before pulling on her shirt. She looked at Gabe, wavy hair tousled, shirtless, wearing his worn, low-slung jeans. She was just feeling the glow of her orgasm dissipate, but she wanted him again. “You bring it out in me, too.”

			Ellie exhaled, forcing all of the erotic thoughts from her psyche. She couldn’t let a man, no matter how amazing Gabe was, sidetrack her image rehabilitation, her relationship with her father, or any of her goals. She’d known Gabe for less than twenty-four hours. And already she’d married him, and had been reduced to a needy, quivering mess around him. She took one final look at his shirtless form and grabbed her purse. “Uh,” she stammered. “Listen, I’m glad we’re on the same page with the annulment. But I need to leave. Thanks for the water,” she said feebly. “And everything else.”

			He frowned. “You sure?” He took several steps and came to stand in front of her.

			“Am I sure about what?”

			“About leaving. Why don’t you stay?”

			She couldn’t. She had to leave, get away from his influence, before she threw everything away for the man before her.

			“Come on,” he said, reaching for her hand. “You are my wife. We’re still married, at least until we get before the courts.”

			Despite herself, Ellie smiled, and the spark of desire within her rekindled as he stroked the pulse point on her wrist with his thumb. And with one small action, several short words, Gabe had almost won.

			Almost.

			Ellie gripped her purse strap in her fist and took a step back. She wanted nothing more than to stay, but she couldn’t. Gabe’s power over her was dangerous, but she had to focus her attention on her goals, her future. And the sooner she put this incident behind her, the closer she’d be to everything she wanted.

			“I have to go.”

			“I’ll see you on Monday, then.”

			“Monday?” she asked.

			His smile was crooked. “At the club,” he told her. “I’ll give you the annulment papers.”

			Ellie was dumbfounded by how she’d managed to forget her reasons for meeting him again. But she would have to keep her senses about her. There was no way she could let herself fall for his charms again. Everything was riding on it.

			She hoped she was strong enough to resist him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			IT MAY HAVE only been 8:15, but Ellie was already running late for work on Monday morning. Not a great start to her week. She ran a brush through her tangled hair and leaned close to her mirror, examining the tired dark circles under her eyes. Her complexion was dull—the result of a lack of sleep and dehydration, and she hurriedly applied some concealer and blush. With just enough time to pour some iced coffee into her travel mug, she was on the road before traffic hit gridlock time.

			The quiet confines of her car, however, again let her mind drift to Gabe. She had to see him that night, and while she was glad to put their massive mistake—their marriage—behind her, she knew that if she saw him again, she probably wouldn’t be able to stop herself from fucking him. Her track record showed that. She blew out a heavy breath and tried to stop thinking about him. She turned the corner toward Burnham & Associates. It was time to get her game face on, and get to work.

			As she’d learned during her first weeks at Burnham & Associates, most of the junior attorneys worked long, tough hours. That was fine with her. She’d made it through law school; she knew how to function with little sleep, and coffee was her new best friend. This was the career she’d chosen. She would do it, and she would do it with a smile on her face.

			Twenty minutes later, she pushed into her office and saw an email from her father, requesting her presence at a meeting in his office at 8:45 to meet her new mentor at the firm. It was the first time her father had summoned her for anything professionally. Ellie had to dismiss the voice in her head that told her that it was only because her father was one of the founders.

			“You graduated at the top of your class,” Ellie said aloud in her empty office, as a reminder to herself that there was a reason she’d been hired, beyond nepotism. “You’re here because you’re good at what you do, and you have a promising career ahead of you.” Sure, she had secured a spot at a top firm because her father was a founding partner. But she’d still interviewed like anyone else. She’d studied hard and gotten the grades just like anyone else. “You deserve to be here,” she told herself.

			She took a deep breath after her pep talk, as she won today’s daily fight against imposter syndrome. Some mornings, it worked; others, it didn’t. And those mornings just made her work harder. But that didn’t mean she didn’t see the looks from the other associates, or hear their cutting words, that she owed her success to nepotism, or that she was a daddy’s girl. They had no idea how far from the truth that was. Keeping her head down, and not getting involved with office gossip and jealousy, she would do her work. She had a lot to prove—to her father, to her coworkers and mostly to herself.

			 

			Gabe drank his coffee and rubbed his tired eyes. The past weekend had taken a lot from him—physically, emotionally, mentally. Sleep had eluded him. Every time he’d closed his eyes, he saw Ellie. He could still smell her in his kitchen, feel her, like she was still there.

			He’d started the filing for their annulment, and hopefully when it was all settled, he could put it and her behind him. Not because he didn’t want to see her, but she affected his focus. He was on the cusp of getting everything he wanted, everything he’d worked for, and he couldn’t screw it up now.

			It was his first day back after the Hong Kong trip, and looking over his agenda, Gabe saw the one-hundred-and-one things to do that day, and every day for the rest of the week, the month. That was fine. He’d been working sixty-hour weeks since he’d started at Burnham & Associates as a junior associate, just out of law school. And making partner wouldn’t reduce his workload any. Research, filings, client meetings came with the territory, and he was ready to get back to it.

			He tried to start in on his to-do list, in an attempt to make at least a small dent in it. But he couldn’t seem to keep his mind on track. He drummed his restless fingers on his desk. And that didn’t make the stack of files miraculously become any shorter. He looked at his computer monitor. The blank document he had open mocked him. It was barely past eight thirty, and already he was restless, bored and he wanted to get the hell out of his office. Maybe he should have taken a personal day, but potential partners didn’t take personal days. He could have hit the gym, or the road on his motorcycle. Both things normally helped clear his mind. But it was nowhere close to quitting time, especially on his first day back. All he could think about was Ellie—his wife—who had quickly fled his house after he fucked her on his kitchen table.

			“Focus, goddammit,” he chastised himself in his empty office. He really had to get to work, or he wouldn’t have a job to worry about.

			He knew the meeting he was about to have with Charles Burnham would probably change his career. But he couldn’t shake the flashes of Ellie that cruised unabated through his mind. His gut clenched in response and he blew out a harsh, frustrated breath. Why had she walked out on him? In a moment of weakness, he’d asked her to stay with him, and he knew it was for the best that she didn’t—but tell that to his empty bed as he’d spent Saturday and Sunday night tossing sleeplessly.

			It would be stupid to think that there had been something special between them. Hell, they’d had a one-night stand—well, a two-night stand—and he’d been so taken by her, he’d gotten drunk enough to suggest heading to the chapel.

			An annulment was the only option; getting married after too much champagne was perhaps the stupidest thing he’d ever done, and he had to put it behind him quickly and quietly before Charles or any of his clients found out. The works were in motion, but it would have to wait—he checked his watch—it was time for his Monday briefing with Charles.

			Tension formed a tight band across his forehead, and Gabe rubbed his temples, reached into his drawer and shook a couple of aspirins into his hand. He popped them into his mouth, swallowing them with a mouthful of hot, black coffee.

			Gabe took the elevator up to Charles Burnham’s office. As his father’s partner, Charles had been a fixture in Gabe’s life since he’d been a child. He’d become Gabe’s professional mentor, and with Charles, he shared perhaps a closer relationship than he had with his own father.

			Charles’s assistant let him into the office. The older man was sitting behind his desk. He stood, and gestured him toward a sitting area on the other side of his large office. As Charles greeted him, Gabe again found himself distracted by thoughts of Ellie. He took a deep breath and blinked hard, again finding himself trying to banish her image from his mind. He had to focus on work. The work, and nothing else. This was it.

			Since leaving law school in London and moving back to Las Vegas, he’d had a very clear career path—sure, it was one predetermined by his father and Charles Burnham—that had led him to where he was, and he knew that he would be the next partner at Burnham & Associates. Becoming partner was the smart thing to do—the responsible thing. He sighed. Part of him was sick of doing the right thing. He thought again of his time with Ellie. And how it was the most fucking fun he’d had in a long, long time.

			“Gabe, how are you?” his mentor asked, walking to the wet bar in his opulent office, and even though it was well before lunch, he poured each of them a finger of scotch from a crystal decanter. He paused, midpour, looking at Gabe’s face, studied him and frowned. “You look tired.”

			“I’m fine,” Gabe insisted. Charles was a smart, observant man. It was as if he could see the debauchery of his weekend written on his face. But instead he moved on.

			“I just wanted to see how you’re settling in since returning from Hong Kong. You did fabulous work there. It must have been a nice change of scenery for you.”

			“It’s not like I had a chance to see much of it,” Gabe admitted. “I spent most of it in the suite working. Now I have to play catch-up on everything I missed here.”

			Charles smiled. “That would have been my response, too. How’s the workload?”

			“It’s fine. Nothing I’m not used to.”

			“It’s admirable what you accomplished while you were away. Fantastic job on the merger,” Charles told him, moving on and concentrating on the scotch. “You’ve made a lot of people very happy, and very rich.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“It’s spectacular how far you’ve come at such a young age. You know after the partners vote, you’ll be the youngest partner in the history of the firm.”

			“Thank you, sir.” At Burnham & Associates, the path between being an associate and a partner was long and intensive. And partners were long-serving, not leaving many opportunities to join their ranks. Charles’s smile was large, and dimpled his cheeks. Weirdly, it somehow reminded him of Ellie. God, he had to get his head in the game. This was what he’d worked toward his entire life. Why couldn’t he think about anything but the woman? He cleared his parched throat and sipped on the scotch. “And I’m grateful for the opportunity, so early in my career.” In his own ears, he could hear that his words weren’t sincere. They sounded hollow—foreign—coming out of his mouth. As he thought of Ellie, lying below him on his table, work was the furthest thing from his mind.

			“Gabe, in your short time here, you’ve brought in some extremely valuable clients. That’s made you an asset to us, and I know that you are the future of this firm.”

			Gabe did have many clients, and many of them were rich and powerful, trusting Gabe with their legal matters. But from the small way Charles’s face changed minutely—his narrowed eyes, the almost imperceptible downturn of his lips, the way his voice became clipped—Gabe knew that Charles was talking about the Brotherhood. Gabe represented each of their business and personal interests, and it was known that they were his friends, but what wasn’t as known by Charles and his family, all staunchly conservative, was that Gabe was also part owner in the group’s businesses. He’d kept that strictly under wraps, hidden from the general public, especially from his boss and family, and his other clients. He was pretty sure that none of them would appreciate the fact that the firm’s newest partner was one of the owners of the city’s most popular erotic venues.

			“Of course,” Charles continued, his indulgent smile returning. “The partners all have to vote, but unless you do anything to change my mind, I think you’ll fit right in at the top.”

			“Yes, sir,” Gabe said. He sipped his scotch, knowing that the past weekend would, no doubt, change Charles’s mind.

			“But I have to warn you, one of the other partners has put forward Ian Smith for the position.”

			Gabe frowned and leaned forward. “Is that right?” Ian was an asshole, a suck-up, a bootlicker, with a face that just begged to be punched. Gabe was damned if Ian Smith was going to deter any of his plans.

			“I don’t think you have to worry about him, though,” Charles assured him. “It’s basically your position.”

			Gabe had woken up that morning knowing that he would be the newest partner, the goal he’d worked for his entire career. He was a better lawyer, and was more well liked, than Ian, but he would prefer if the promotion was a sure thing. He didn’t know what sorts of sneaky tricks and manipulation Ian had up his sleeve.

			Charles moved on as if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb on Gabe. “But the reason I wanted to meet with you this morning was to tell you about my daughter, who has just joined the firm.”

			That made Gabe start. He’d known Charles his entire life. How had the fact he had a daughter been hidden from him? “I didn’t realize you had a daughter.”

			Charles looked sheepish. “She’s illegitimate. The result of an irresponsible affair with an actress years ago. I wasn’t involved with her upbringing, but I should have been.” He shook his head. “The child was a mess. Always getting into trouble. I didn’t approve of her lifestyle, while her mother applauded it—whatever kept her name in the headlines. And when my daughter ended up in some trouble, I helped her out and offered her a way to turn her life around. But I was careful to keep her under wraps.”

			Men like Charles Burnham were experts at portraying a clean, conservative image, while covering up the scandals and indiscretions of their buddies. Gabe figured he was much the same. He, himself, had several secrets he wouldn’t want to get out.

			Big secrets.

			“Is that right?” he asked.

			“I bailed her out, literally. But we made a deal—she had to clean up her act, and I would put her through law school and offer her a job.”

			“Great motivation to turn her life around,” Gabe said.

			“I think you’d be a good fit for her. For the mentorship program.”

			The Burnham & Associates mentorship program paired junior associates with those more senior, to show the new attorneys the way the firm worked. It had been a while since Gabe had been paired with anyone, and he wasn’t especially sold on the idea. “It sounds like you want me to babysit your daughter and make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble.”

			Charles’s head tilted. “Huh. I never thought of that. But I suppose you might be right. At least meet her before you discount her. I was as surprised as anyone that she’d done a complete one-eighty turnaround. Despite her trouble, she’s just like you. She’s young, sharp and she just might impress you.”

			Gabe was skeptical. In his years at the firm, he’d met every type of clerk and newly minted lawyer—the lazy ones, the super-ambitious ones, the ass-kissers, the spoiled ones—and he wondered which category Charles’s daughter would fall into. “Fine. I’ll meet her. But I’m not promising anything.”

			“That’s as good as any response I was expecting from you.”

			“I haven’t made my career being nice, Charles.”

			“No, you made it by being a smart-ass,” he said with an indulgent, avuncular smile. He continued, “I believe Ellie will find herself on a similar career track as yours.”

			Gabe’s head whipped upward at the mention of Ellie’s name. No, it can’t be.

			“...If she performs as well as I believe she will, we expect her to make partner also. Maybe in the future you’ll both be running Burnham & Associates—maybe it’ll even be renamed Foster & Carrington, by then,” he finished with a chuckle.

			Carrington? His worst fears confirmed, Gabe blinked and finished his scotch in one swallow. An image of Ellie flashed again in his mind. Carrington. The lawyer, who was new in town. Just out of law school. The memory of her flushed his cheeks, the image of her full breasts, luscious curves making his breath catch. He shook his head. It couldn’t have been Ellie. Not his Ellie. That would be too much of a coincidence. And Gabe didn’t believe in coincidence.

			Charles continued speaking, and Gabe tried to follow, but again part of his mind kept drifting back to Ellie.

			He looked up and saw that Charles had his expectant eyes on him. Shit. “I’m sorry?” he asked, trying to recover, prove he was paying attention. His world had just imploded. He’d put a wedding band on the finger of his mentor’s daughter.

			“I was just telling you some more about Ellie.”

			“It’s nice that you’re reconnecting,” Gabe said, not sure what he could add. Needing to straighten his legs, he stood. He could feel the scotch warm his blood, bypass his twisty stomach and go straight to his head. He felt just a little wobbly as he made his way across Charles’s office and looked out the window to the desert and the mountains in the distance. He turned his head, and saw the woman on the other side of the glass wall of Charles’s office. The fair brunette, who stood next to Rosa’s desk, smiling broadly, was the woman who’d completely rocked him. The woman he barely remembered marrying. The woman he’d fucked on his kitchen table. It was his Ellie.

			“And there she is!” Charles announced, turning and seeing her, as well.

			Gabe’s breath halted in his throat. He didn’t need to look far to find his new bride. He’d drunkenly married his boss’s daughter. He turned back to the window, unable to face the situation in front of him. He took deep, careful breaths in an attempt to steady himself. It didn’t work. In only five seconds, his life had gone from just merely complicated to catastrophic. There was no way he’d find his way out of this. He was 100 percent royally fucked—personally, but even more professionally. There was no way Charles would make him partner, or even keep him at the firm, knowing what he’d done with the man’s estranged daughter.

			Gabe felt the walls close in on him as Ellie stood before him, locked in an embrace with Charles Burnham. When she turned away from her father, she finally looked up and saw him. He caught the brief falter of her smile, and her eyes widened momentarily, but then returned to normal, covering her apparent surprise, before her lips turned upward in a gracious smile.

			She was beautiful, sexy and, even though he had intimate knowledge that she was anything but, she looked absolutely demure in her conservative black suit. He could still see the lush curves she attempted to conceal in the heavy material. She couldn’t fool him. She took several steps toward him and extended her hand. He shook it. He had to restrain himself from pulling her to him and kissing her to make up for the time they’d lost when she’d left him on Saturday, but instead, he released her hand. “Mr. Foster. Nice to meet you,” she said, not letting on that they’d met before.

			“Call me Gabe,” he corrected. “I hear we’ll be working closely together.” He was unable to remove any hint of innuendo, directed only at her, from his voice.

			Charles explained to her what he’d just told Gabe—that he’d be working with her as her mentor. Her eyes widened again at the news—it was unexpected to her, as well—and even though Gabe knew it would be a bad idea to be her mentor, he was just so goddamn grateful to be in her presence again.

			They exchanged pleasantries, but Gabe couldn’t take his eyes off Ellie. He could tell that she was trying to make her escape. Gabe caught how expertly Ellie disengaged from the conversation as she took a step back. “It’s been great meeting you, and I can’t wait to start working under you.” Gabe almost laughed out loud at her words, as unintended as he knew they were. He could sense her discomfort; it matched his own. “I should go. I’ve really got to get back to work, anyway. I’ve got lots to do today.”

			Charles beamed at her. “That’s my girl. Nose to the grindstone. Maybe you are like your old man, after all.”

			Without responding, she nodded, turned quickly on her heel and all but ran from the room. Gabe watched the door she’d vacated, unable to take his eyes from it.

			He put his glass on the table in front of him. “Thanks for the breakfast scotch, Charles. It’s quite a substitute for coffee,” he said. “And thanks for everything, but I should be going. I’ve got a lot of work to catch up on, as well.”

			Charles nodded. If he suspected there was anything going on between Gabe and Ellie, he didn’t let on. “I’ll let you know when the partners are planning to vote.”

			“Please do,” Gabe said, shaking his boss’s hand, before turning and all but sprinting from the room after Ellie.

			 

			For what was probably the tenth time, Ellie pushed the elevator button. “Come on, come on,” she muttered, willing it to come. How was it taking so long? Her heart was still pounding in her chest, and her breath wheezed out of her lungs. She had almost choked on her tongue when she walked into her father’s office and saw Gabe standing there.

			She was currently living in her nightmare. Why did she think that having a one-night stand would be a fun little distraction before she could get on with turning her life around? It was one of the stupidest things she’d ever done. But as she considered Gabe, and the time she’d spent with him, nothing about how Gabe had made her feel was stupid.

			She thought she’d covered her reaction to Gabe well enough. Her father didn’t seem to have any idea that she’d met Gabe previously. That’s good. Having a relationship with her father was new to both of them. But despite the rough start they’d had, his absence and the trouble she’d caused as a teenager, she knew they could be close, if they both tried. Ellie couldn’t screw it up, though. Even though she was a grown adult—with a job, her own bills—she couldn’t help but crave his approval.

			But tell that to the lust that curled up from her core at just being in the same room as Gabe. The passion she’d felt two days before had been reignited. She’d run away from his house on Saturday, not wanting to deal with the reality of wanting him, but little did she know that fate had other plans, and played a cruel hand by putting him in front of her as her father’s associate—her new mentor.

			Ellie hit the elevator call button again. “Goddammit, come on.” She needed to get off that floor, and get back to the safe confines of her small office. Away from Gabe, until the time came for them to actually work together.

			Someone joined her in waiting. “This one is always slow,” he said, his voice low and so familiar that it was imprinted on her brain. She turned her head and saw that it was Gabe.

			He said nothing for a while, but as they watched the light indicating the approaching elevator, he cleared his throat.

			“I’m surprised to see you here.”

			Her short, curt laugh was humorless. “Likewise.”

			“I’m chalking it up to coincidence. Am I correct in doing so?” He still didn’t look at her. “Or did you plan this?” He paused and looked at her, his eyebrows pinched together skeptically. “Or did someone put you up to it?”

			She turned her head to look at him, incredulous that he would accuse her of—what, exactly? “What are you talking about? Who could have put me up to it?”

			“Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

			“What is taking this elevator so long?” she asked, just wanting to hide back in her small office on the bottom floor.

			“It’s an older building. And this elevator is slower than the rest.”

			The bell chimed, finally announcing the elevator’s arrival. The doors parted and they both stepped inside. She let them close before she turned to face him. “I assure you, Gabe, this is a totally unfortunate coincidence. How could I have ever planned this? Why would I? What would be the benefit?”

			He pushed the emergency button, halting the elevator’s course downward. “I don’t know why you might have. Remember, I don’t know you at all. But if you’re playing some kind of game here, or working with someone else, you can forget about it. I’ve worked too goddamn hard to get where I am. I need to know that I can count on your discretion. No one can know what happened between us—that we got married.”

			“You don’t have to worry, Gabe. I won’t say anything. This looks just as badly on me.”

			“Aw fuck,” he murmured. “I just need to make sure I lock it down, and get the votes before word gets out that we’ll be in court. But listen to me. It won’t get out. I’m used to keeping things under wraps. This is no different.”

			Ellie wasn’t sure why, but because of the way he looked at her, spoke to her, she believed him. She nodded.

			“Sounds good to me.”

			Ellie reached out and pushed the emergency button again, restarting the elevator. It jolted to life, but stuttered to a halt, as the lights dimmed.

			Flattening her palms against the wall, she looked to Gabe. “What just happened?”

			“Shit,” Gabe muttered. “This happens sometimes. It’s stuck.”

			“Stuck?” Ellie tried to calm the hysteria that edged her voice. “I can’t be stuck in an elevator.”

			“It’s okay,” he said, putting a hand on her arm, attempting to placate her. “It’s fine,” he told her in a calming tone. She pushed the emergency call button, but Gabe shook his head. “The button doesn’t work. It hasn’t for years.”

			Ellie tried to get her breath, but the panic won out, and she leaned against the wall to stop the small box from spinning around her. “We’re going to die in here.”

			He laughed, his deep chuckle both soothing and irritating. “We aren’t going to die in here. Claustrophobic?”

			She shook her head. “Just afraid of plummeting to my death in a small, metal box. Or, best-case scenario, getting chopped in half during a rescue.”

			“I think we’re a way off from either of those outcomes.” He laughed again.

			“Did you plan this?” she asked, mimicking his earlier words.

			“I guarantee I did not,” he insisted before laughing again.

			“This isn’t funny,” she repeated, slapping him on the chest.

			“It’s a little funny.”

			She looked around. “Okay, we’re stuck, and the call button doesn’t work. How do we get out of here?” Looking up, she saw the ceiling tiles, and briefly considered climbing onto the top of the elevator and scaling the wall to safety.

			“We call the front desk. They’ll get the service people in.” Gabe took out his cell phone. His frown wasn’t encouraging. “Dammit. No signal.” He shrugged. “We’ll just have to chill out here until they realize we’re in here.”

			“Are you kidding?”

			“Afraid not. But it won’t take long. There are only two other elevators. They’ll soon realize this one is out of commission.”

			“Okay, fine. What do we do in the meantime?”

			Gabe faced her, and a moment passed between them, where a flicker of heat ignited. “I’m sure we can find something to pass the time,” he said, his voice smooth as silk. When she looked up at him, his eyes connected with hers. He was just as sexy as he’d been the night she’d met him when he’d taken her on the Ferris wheel, and the night after that when they’d had sex in his kitchen. Before Ellie could stop herself, she reached out and grabbed his tie, pulling him to her, kissing him. He seemed surprised at first, but then his arms wrapped around her waist. The kiss was hot, all-encompassing, and when she pushed her hips against him, she could feel his rock-hard length against her stomach. He groaned and pressed her against the wall of the elevator, and his hands landed on her thighs, just above her knees. He slid them underneath the material of her dark skirt and cupped her ass in his large, strong hands, and squeezed. But it was the movement of the elevator finally kicking in that separated them, reminding them of where exactly they were.

			They pushed apart, and Ellie fought to catch her breath.

			“Jesus,” she heard him whisper, as he brushed back his wavy, golden hair from his forehead.

			She straightened her skirt and clenched her shaking hands into fists in an effort to regain control, just as the doors parted on his floor. He stepped out, but she stopped him from walking away. “Just so we’re clear, I’m just as much at risk here as you are. And I’m not playing any game. This is my life, and I’m not going to fuck up my career, or any relationship I could have with my father, for anything. So, let’s just forget anything ever happened between us, okay?”

			He looked her up and down. His body was tense. “Fine by me.” But then his expression changed. “I’ll still see you tonight?”

			She held the door open with her hand and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll meet you at the address you gave me. I don’t think I’ll get out of here until later. Can I meet you at nine?”

			“I’ll be there.”

			She smiled. “Thanks.” She stepped past him, out of the elevator, and into the hallway.

			“Where are you going?”

			She walked away from him. “I’m taking the stairs the rest of the way down.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			GABE TAPPED HIS fingers repeatedly on the manila envelope. He looked over the balcony from his spot at the Brotherhood’s table at Di Terrestres, watching for Ellie. He couldn’t sit still, and a restless energy made him fidget in his seat. He wasn’t nervous, but he wasn’t completely sure why he couldn’t sit still. Maybe it was leftover sexual tension from their kiss earlier. Maybe it was because knowing that she was his boss’s daughter, and he her new mentor, meant that he couldn’t touch her again.

			He checked his watch again—it was a little past nine. She was late, and as his friends started arriving, and taking seats next to him at the table, he wished that he’d asked her to meet him anywhere else.

			Alex got there first, holding the hand of his fiancée, Maria. Gabe stood to greet Maria with a light kiss on her cheek. “So, where’s your old lady?” Alex asked Gabe, as he held out a chair for Maria.

			Gabe rolled his eyes, and flipped Alex his middle finger.

			“Dude, do me a favor and shut the fuck up.”

			In the next several minutes, the table filled. In the past couple of years, the Brotherhood had to add several chairs to their private table that sat above the club, as three members of their group—Brett, Rafael and Alex—had settled down with the women they love. It had been unexpected, but his friends were happy, and the women a welcome addition.

			“I can’t believe you, of all people, had a quickie Vegas wedding,” Rebecca said, settling into her seat, as Brett sat beside her.

			“Yeah, I don’t think anyone would have put money on you being the next to get married,” Jessica Morgan, the mayor of Las Vegas and Rafael’s fiancée, said with a hearty laugh. “Especially in a chapel on the Strip at 4:00 a.m.”

			“Yeah, it’s so unlike you,” Maria was next to comment.

			Gabe frowned. That was his reputation in the group. He was the reserved one, and although they would never say the word, the uptight one. He looked over at the happy couples seated around him at the table. Brett had fallen head over heels for his former rival, and had tried to take over her company. Now they were happily married. Rafael and Jessica had both run competing campaigns to be mayor of Las Vegas. They’d survived a high-pressure election and sex tape scandal, and somehow had defied the odds stacked against them, and were living together. Alex had fallen for Rafael’s younger sister Maria, and it had almost destroyed their friendship, and the group. Despite all of the trials, scandals and hard times, all of his male friends had fallen deeply, madly, irrevocably in love, and Gabe wondered if there was something he was missing.

			He and Alana, his closest friend in the group, were the only single members of the Brotherhood.

			“Just you and me left, eh?” she said.

			“Yeah.” He eyed the annulment papers in front of him, not sure what else to say. He wasn’t technically single. He’d gotten married but he’d missed all the steps that normally preceded it—the first date, getting to know each other, living together. He ran his thumb over the envelope that contained the annulment papers, and the rest of the group fell away into his periphery as he thought of seeing Ellie again. When he looked up, he saw that even though the rest of the group had begun talking among themselves, Alana was watching him.

			“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the envelope on the table.

			“Annulment papers,” he explained, blowing out a heavy breath. “Ellie’s meeting me here and we’re going to begin proceedings to sign our ill-conceived marriage into oblivion.”

			“You had to bring her here?” Brett asked. “You couldn’t do that in your office or anywhere else?”

			Gabe shook his head. “Too risky. It’s a small office. We couldn’t risk serving her with papers there, and someone seeing it. Charles can’t see her there, or catch us doing the paperwork. He would have a lot of questions. And I’ve seen the man asking questions. He’s relentless.” He explained that he and Ellie had agreed that it would be best if Charles never found out about their indiscretion.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Alana interrupted. “Why are you so concerned about Charles seeing you together?”

			Gabe blinked, realizing that he’d revealed far more than he’d meant to. “Turns out Ellie is Burnham’s daughter.”

			Stunned silence met him, and Gabe blew out a breath. He’d been hoping to avoid the topic altogether. But again, he’d been sloppy. Seemed screwing up was his specialty lately.

			“You drunkenly married your boss’s daughter?” Rafael asked.

			“Apparently so.”

			“Explains why you’d bring those here, and not around Burnham.” Alana nodded in agreement. “Yeah, there’s no chance he’d be seen anywhere near here,” she said, rolling her eyes.

			Gabe huffed out a laugh, thinking about his very conservative boss, who had no idea that his youngest partner had a stake in an erotic club. Charles Burnham had even formed a group who’d lobbied the city to shut down Di Terrestres, citing propriety laws. Gabe knew that if the news of his marriage got out, he could kiss partnership, and probably even his job, goodbye. “Plus, I technically need a third party to serve her with the papers,” he said, taking Alana’s wineglass from her hand, tilting it in her direction, and drinking from it himself.

			“What, you want me to do it?”

			“Yeah, why not?”

			She took her glass back. “There are lots of third parties here tonight.”

			“Ah, Lana, but you’re my favorite one.”

			Alana rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said, snatching the envelope from him. “I’ll do it. Don’t say I never do anything for you.”

			“You’re getting an annulment, eh? Not going to stick it out? What about the sanctity of marriage?” Brett chided him with a laugh, eliciting the same from the rest of the group.

			Gabe chose not to answer. Unlike his friends, he’d always kept himself clear of scandal, and being the center of attention was not something he enjoyed. When he looked down at the floor again, his breath stopped. He saw Ellie in the crowd; his eyes were drawn to her. “She’s here,” he whispered to Alana, hoping to not raise the attention of his other friends.

			No such luck.

			“Whoa, is that her?” Maria asked, following his gaze to the woman standing near the bar. “She’s gorgeous.”

			“Yeah,” he said, without paying much attention to the reactions of his friends. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He’d hoped that the night could just be business, starting their annulment proceedings. But looking at her, he didn’t think so. He’d been rigid and tense since that kiss in the elevator. As he watched her from above, his body betrayed every command given by his brain. He had to keep his distance from her. Not do anything stupid. He had to think about becoming partner. Not his dick, and everything he wanted to do with her. Gabe wasn’t sure how he’d be able to do that, being assigned as her mentor.

			“Invite her up,” Alex suggested.

			Gabe shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Come on, we’ll be nice,” Jessica insisted with a grin.

			“Yeah, I’m sure you will be. Now if you’ll excuse me...” He trailed off, drained his glass and stood. “Come on, Lana. Let’s get this over with.” He looked at the rest of his friends. “I’ll see you guys later.”

			 

			“Oh boy,” Ellie muttered to herself, as she looked around the main floor of Di Terrestres, the club where Gabe had asked her to meet him. She’d heard of the place, and a quick Google search told her it was exclusive, expensive and—she took a look around the room, where people were drinking, laughing and touching each other intimately—definitely sexy. Why Gabe had insisted she meet him there was beyond her. What would he have had to gain? What was he up to? What sort of game could he be playing with her?

			Both she and Gabe knew the importance of signing the annulment papers and putting their drunken marriage behind them. Maybe he wanted to sign the papers—she looked around again at the amorous patrons—but not before they had another night together. She could certainly warm up to the idea. If that kiss in the elevator was any indication of the passion that still simmered between them... “Oh boy,” she whispered again, her throat drying and her stomach fluttering. She definitely needed a drink.

			Dodging interested looks from both men and women, she made her way to the bar. A little liquid fortification was needed before she faced Gabe Foster again. Just five years ago, she would have felt completely at home in a place like this. But that was the old Ellie. Since bumping into Gabe on Friday night, nothing she’d done was indicative of her change, and the great strides she’d made. She’d grown up, put her wild ways behind her. But one night with Gabe was all it took to turn it around. It seemed that no matter how hard she tried to grow up, she’d reverted to her old ways.

			Nudging her way around a small group of men who all looked at her with interest, she ignored them and took a seat at the bar. The bartenders were busy, but the cute one caught her eye. “Be with you in a second, doll,” he told her with a wink, his hands busy making cocktails.

			When she felt someone come up behind her, her spine stiffened instinctively, knowing who she would find when she turned around. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

			She turned her head to look at Gabe. “They’re a little busy at the moment. I’m still waiting my turn.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” he assured her, raising his hand and getting the same bartender’s attention. “What are you drinking?”

			She hadn’t even thought about what to order. “What do you recommend?”

			“Based on our history, can I suggest champagne?”

			“You think that’s smart?” The last thing she needed was to end up drunk on champagne while they should be keeping their wits about them.

			“Nope. But I’ll try to control myself if you do,” he said with a chuckle. “Phillip,” he called to the bartender. “A bottle of Dom.”

			“Yes, sir. Coming right up,” he said, pouring three cocktails from a shaker and placing them in front of waiting patrons, and then immediately moving to get their champagne. He retrieved the bottle and two stemmed glasses and handed them all to Gabe.

			Ellie could barely pull her gaze away from Gabe when she heard a throat clearing next to her. She turned and saw a stunning blonde woman.

			“Ellie Carrington?” she asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Here you go,” she said, passing her an envelope. “Happy annulment,” she said cheerfully, before casting a more serious look at Gabe and walking away.

			“Friend of yours?” she asked Gabe. He nodded.

			“Are these what I think they are?”

			He nodded again. “A third party serving the complaint is procedure.”

			She nodded, too. “Makes sense.” All of the sparks that had previously snapped between them just minutes ago had sizzled. She understood what this was—not a chance for a second night together, but business. On his turf. “Makes sense.” Part of her was disappointed. She’d been looking forward to seeing him again, outside a work setting. Another part of her was embarrassed; she should have known that Gabe would be eager to get the annulment underway. He wasn’t thinking about sex. Plastering a stiff smile on her face, and ignoring every hormone that screamed at her to rip her clothes off and jump him, she knew what was the most important thing—signing the annulment papers and putting this whole embarrassing episode behind her. “Let’s do this.”

			“Let’s get a table. We can talk,” he suggested, barely looking at her.

			Gabe, with his long fingers on one hand wrapped around the neck of the champagne bottle, settled those of his other hand on her lower back, guiding her toward a bank of tables on the other side of the room. His touch, both light and commanding, was filled with so much promise that she almost came from the unspent sexual tension since the elevator incident earlier that afternoon.

			“Quite a table,” she said, as they slid into the plush leather semicircle booth. She looked around at the other booths, filled with people who kissed and touched. A spell of erotica filled the air and blanketed everyone in the room. This place was brazen, carnal, and Ellie was intrigued as to what she was doing there. There were literally hundreds of places where they could have met. With a third party serving her the papers, as per protocol, he didn’t have to be present at all. But still he brought her to what she’d learned was an erotic club. What was his goal? She couldn’t figure him out. Like hot and cold, Gabe now looked at her with the same fiery desire he had earlier, and she wondered if he was also warring with his body to resist her.

			Reminiscent of the last time they’d shared a booth, he slid in next to her. Their thighs touched, and she breathed through desire that clenched her chest.

			“You must have connections here.”

			He chuckled, and she watched his hands as he opened the bottle of champagne. His capable hands withdrew the cork with a small, careful pop. “Yeah, you could say that, I guess.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Gabe shook his head. “Why don’t we get down to business?” he asked, pointing to the envelope in her hands, without answering her question. She opened the envelope and looked over the papers as he spoke. “I’ve filed a standard annulment here. We were both intoxicated, so we could both argue diminished capacity. We both leave the marriage with what we had coming into it,” he explained. “The sooner you answer the complaint, hopefully the sooner we can have our day in court.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			He reached into his breast pocket. “And I believe this is yours,” he said, putting the platinum and diamond band on the table. The one he’d tried to give to her on Saturday.

			“Gabe, I told you. I can’t keep your ring,” she said.

			“It’s yours,” he told her. “I don’t have any use for it. I mean until my next drunken wedding, I guess. But then I can always get another ring.” He cracked a small smile. “Seriously, keep it. It’ll be a great reminder of a weekend we’ll never forget.”

			“If only either of us could remember.” She laughed. She examined the delicate band and the small, flawless diamonds that encircled it. “Thanks. It’s really pretty.”

			“I don’t remember picking them out.”

			“You insisted we hit the Tiffany & Co. at Caesars Palace.”

			“So said my credit card statement. I used my account activity to piece together what happened that evening. We bought the rings right before we got a cab to the chapel, where I only paid for the best wedding ceremony two drunk people could want at $24.95.”

			“A lot of that does sound familiar,” she affirmed. “Let me at least pay you for some of the night—the rings, the champagne, the suite.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” He laughed. “I still can’t believe we got married. Why would they ever let people that drunk sign any sort of legal papers?” He sobered, and she felt him shift away from her. “It’s so strange how fate threw us together this way. You’re Burnham’s daughter. And he wants me to mentor you.”

			Dismissing any confusion she’d felt about what Gabe expected from their night, Ellie pushed down any desire she was feeling. Gabe had just laid out their professional relationship, not leaving any room for sex. Even though Ellie had tried to forget their professional ties, Gabe had put it on the table. Knowing where they stood, Ellie was relieved, but also disappointed. Part of her had wanted another night with Gabe, but it was for the best. She sipped her champagne and smiled. “It’s such a crazy coincidence. I didn’t know the world worked that way. But you should have seen your face today in my dad’s office.”

			“You were no less shocked, honey,” Gabe told her.

			“Really? I thought I had a pretty decent poker face.”

			He tilted his head, and made a show of appraising her. “You were pretty good,” he conceded. “But I saw the flash of recognition in your eyes,” he said, his voice dropping in volume. She had to lean in to hear him over the music and the din of the club. “I saw the small, surprised O you made with those lips,” he continued, brushing her bottom lip with his thumb. He sat back quickly, changing his demeanor. “But I don’t think we need to worry. Charles didn’t suspect a thing.”

			“Thank God.” She laughed again. “The less he knows about this the better.”

			“I’ll have you know that your father loves me. I’d be an excellent son-in-law.”

			Ellie scoffed, having fun bantering with him. “Sure, he loves you. You didn’t spend the majority of your teen years publicly embarrassing him.”

			Gabe sat back and watched her, and she knew that she had revealed too much. “Sounds like there’s a story there.”

			She blew out a heavy breath at the memories that flooded her. “Is there ever.”

			“Tell me.”

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s too embarrassing.”

			“Come on, Ellie, we’ve already shared so much. At least let me have one embarrassing story before we get annulled.”

			She looked at Gabe, and took a drink from her glass. The champagne reminded her of drinking with Gabe on Friday. “Okay,” she said. “When I tell you this, you have to promise you won’t judge me based on who I was as a teenager.”

			“I promise.” He crossed his heart with a solemn, but joking, look on his face.

			“Picture the most self-absorbed, obnoxious underage party girl who has ever gotten into the hottest LA clubs, and at least twice as many celebrity gossip blogs.”

			His eyes widened. “Done.”

			“Multiply all of that by at least one hundred, and you would have me. Or who I was.” She took a deep breath. “My mom is an actress.”

			“Oh really?”

			“Yeah, she was a serious D-lister. She was in a few horror movies, and her star was set to rise—until she met Charles and had me after what I’ve learned was a very brief affair. So instead of being a success—which she’s sure she would have been—her star burned out. And she’s never let me forget that it was my fault.”

			Gabe dropped his hand on her thigh. She could feel the heat from his touch reignite the flames of want that licked at her from the inside. “You know that’s not true,” he told her.

			“I know that—now. I was raised in Hollywood, with all of those child stars. But much to my mom’s disappointment, I was never talented or charismatic enough to be an actor or singer—where my talents lay was in having a good time. I was underage, but people still kept letting me into clubs. Partying basically became my job.” He started to rub her thigh, making small circles with his fingertips. His touch did something to her. She tried to breathe through the sensation so she could keep talking, instead of moaning.

			“When we met on Friday, I was just stoked that you didn’t recognize me. But I was right up there with the likes of the Hiltons. People knew me, and it wasn’t good.”

			“I never really followed any celebrity news,” he told her. “Although I would have definitely remembered you. So you liked to party. That isn’t so bad. What kid doesn’t?”

			“Partying doesn’t really cut it. There was the wild partying, the paparazzi obsession, the upskirt photos, more partying, the drunk driving arrest—which was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done—rehab, repentance, boredom. More partying, the shoplifting charge, another arrest, mugshot, more partying and rehab again.” She regarded the champagne flute in her hand. “I guess it didn’t really stick. Meanwhile, dear old Mom stuck by me—in nightclubs and courtroom appearances, posing for photographers, thrilled that her pictures were finally front page–center again. There’s no such thing as bad publicity, right?”

			His hand stilled, but he didn’t remove it from her thigh. She wondered if she had driven him away. Turned him off by telling him how messed up she actually was. “That’s quite a résumé. What happened then?”

			“My dad bailed me out.” She shrugged. “He used to send checks every month, and presents for my birthday and Christmas, but that’s all I ever heard from him. I hadn’t seen him in years. But he convinced me to smarten up, and he gave me the chance to turn my life around. He offered to pay for my college and law school, if I got in, as long as I kept my grades up. I knew it was my only chance to get away from Hollywood’s—and my mother’s—influence. And I did well, so he offered me a position at the firm. It gave me the opportunity to be close to one of my parents, at least. Maybe I can prove to him that I’m not the same teenage screwup I always was.”

			“I think he knows that, otherwise he wouldn’t have hired you.”

			Ellie wasn’t so sure, but she knew that she didn’t want to talk about her father anymore. “So, what about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“Any stories of embarrassing teenage indiscretions you want to share?”

			He laughed. “No.”

			“Come on, your stories can’t be any worse than mine.”

			“That’s just the thing—I don’t have any. I was telling you the truth when I told you that on Friday.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, I’m pretty boring. I’ve always just studied, worked, followed the rules, kept to myself. My parents were strict. Like your father, very conservative, formal, cold. That’s how I grew up. I didn’t have a lot of leeway for wild times.”

			Ellie watched Gabe for a moment. “I find that hard to believe. You might look reserved, but there’s some real passion bubbling beneath your surface.” She leaned in, pressing her breasts against him. His eyes drifted downward, and she shifted in her seat a little to alleviate the pressure of need, but it just made her nipples bead as they brushed against the inside of her bra as she moved. “I know,” she whispered. “because I’ve seen it. You can let loose when you want to.”

			“I do know how to cut loose. But with the exception of last weekend, I do so in a controlled environment.”

			“You like control.”

			He nodded.

			“And we aren’t just talking about sex, are we?”

			“No,” he said, with a brief shake of his head.

			A silence fell over them and Ellie looked around the club. She could see the things going on around them. Among the other patrons, inhibitions were low, and the soft, golden lighting, the music, the champagne all had an effect on Ellie. She didn’t care that sex with Gabe was inappropriate because of their working relationship. “Interesting place you asked me to meet.”

			“You’ve never been here before?”

			“No. What is this place? It’s not a normal club.”

			“No, it isn’t.”

			She crossed her legs, and the tight fabric of her dress rode up and revealed some of her thigh. She caught the downward shift of his eyes, checking out her legs. When he looked up, he saw that she was watching him, but he wasn’t embarrassed at being caught. He smiled. It seemed to encourage him.

			“You know,” he started. “If I was a smart man, I would stand up, call you a car, say good-night, and go home and jerk off in my shower.” He paused. “This isn’t a good idea for a lot of reasons. Because of work, because of who your father is, because of what he means to my career.” He pushed his fingertips through her hair, brushing it behind her shoulder. He smoothed two of his fingertips down the line of her jaw and down her throat.

			Ellie closed her eyes and swallowed hard, luxuriating in his touch, as he drew his fingers across her shoulders. “Why don’t you go then?”

			Gabe paused, and Ellie hoped against hope that he wouldn’t follow through. But instead, he reached for his champagne flute and drained it. “Because I’m not a smart man,” he said, before moving in and laying his lips over hers. She parted hers immediately and snaked her tongue out to trace his. She could feel his shudder, hear his moan, as his mouth covered hers.

			In the booth, she kissed him like her life depended on it, as his fingers smoothed over and gripped her thighs.

			Ellie was certain that Gabe could feel the shiver that traveled through her body at his touch. With the fire that just his fingertips lit within her, the desire he inspired, she closed her eyes and remembered the other talents the man possessed.

			The annulment papers forgotten, he leaned closer, and put his lips to her ear. She heard him inhale, felt his intake of breath. She could smell his cologne. It was deep, rich, masculine, and immediately she was transported back to memories of the weekend before, flashes of skin, hard, lean muscles, lips, tongues, hands ran through her mind. “What do you do here?” she asked. His fingers crawled up her thigh. She had to bite back the sigh that formed in her throat. Gabe’s touch was more potent than anything she’d ever felt.

			Using his fingernail, he lightly grazed her inner thigh, and she unconsciously uncrossed and parted her legs to grant him easy access. “Depends on how adventurous I’m feeling,” he told her. “There are a few options,” he said with his breath brushing her cheek. “How adventurous do you want to be?”

			Gabe had tried to give her the impression that he was boring, but she knew that was a lie. There was nothing cold or reserved about the man next to her, the one whose fingers elicited such an intense reaction from her.

			Ellie drew her lip between her teeth. She saw Gabe’s gaze drop to her mouth. It had been a long time since she’d done anything close to what could be characterized as adventurous. Until the night she’d spent with Gabe, that is. The man brought out the wild in her, that’s for sure. As she looked into Gabe’s emerald green eyes—they held such promise, and such mischief—all she wanted was to indulge her long-buried, not-so-forgotten uninhibited side again.

			“Ellie?” he asked brushing her lower lip with the pad of his thumb. She closed her teeth, and gave the flesh a playful nibble. He laughed. “What do you say?”

			“Show me adventurous,” she whispered.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			GABE COULD HEAR his heart pounding in his chest. He’d meant what he’d said to her. None of this was smart—inviting her to Di Terrestres, ordering champagne, touching her leg, kissing her again—he was in too far, way over his head. He was fucked, he decided as he led her across the floor of the club.

			“This is the main floor,” he said, through a fist-sized lump in his throat, gesturing to the large room they were in. He tried to keep his voice steady as he gave her a tour like one he would give a regular guest. But Ellie wasn’t a regular guest.

			“This is generally where the evening begins. Our guests come here, have a few drinks, loosen up. There’s also entertainment—stage shows, erotic demos, all sorts of things.” The crowd had certainly grown more amorous as the evening had worn on. They touched, caressed, stroked. Some were even in the beginning stages of being undressed.

			“It looks like things are getting a little wild in here.”

			“It happens.”

			“I’ll bet it does.”

			They crossed the floor, until they stopped at the host’s stand in front of a large staircase. A set of stairs went up to the private rooms, and Gabe wouldn’t have minded taking Ellie up there, but she’d asked for adventurous.

			Andre, the host on duty, greeted them. “Mr. Foster. How can I help you tonight?”

			“I believe we’re going to head downstairs, Andre,” Gabe told him. “Is that right, Ellie?”

			“What’s down there?” she asked almost cautiously.

			“We have some rooms and suites upstairs,” he told her. “Where we can be alone. But downstairs are some exhibition and demo rooms if you’re feeling a little bolder.”

			“Define bold.”

			Gabe smiled at her interest. “We cater to polyamorous groups, BDSM enthusiasts, fetishists, exhibitionists and voyeurs. Anything an adult could want in a safe, consensual environment can be found within this building. Up or down? It’s your call.”

			Ellie didn’t say anything. The red lights that led downstairs cast a rosy glow on her fair skin. Gabe knew how disorienting Di Terrestres could be on a person’s first visit, but he wanted her answer. She looked around them. He wanted her attention. And he got it when he turned on her and pushed her against the wall. He pushed his fingers underneath her skirt and cupped her sweet heat, satisfied when he felt how wet her panties were as he stroked her. Ellie spread her legs, opening herself up to him, while still standing. “Make a decision,” he commanded, moving her panties to the side. He easily slid a finger inside of her, before withdrawing and plunging inside again. She moaned. “Gabe, everyone—”

			“They don’t matter. Tell me what you want.”

			“I want you to keep touching me.”

			“And I will.” He took her hand, and led her downstairs.

			 

			Gabe watched Ellie as his eyes adjusted to the large, darkened room. The lights were always kept low downstairs, with strategically placed wall sconces that mimicked candlelight.

			“What the...?” Ellie whispered.

			“This is our playroom,” Gabe offered. “People can meet up and get down however they like.”

			“Like what?”

			His voice turned serious, as it did whenever he discussed the club’s features and offerings. “As long as everyone is safe and consenting, the possibilities are endless,” he finished with a wink.

			Ellie let go of his hand, walked away from him and drifted toward a scene where a woman, who Gabe recognized as one of the city’s most powerful CEOs, was on all fours on a cushioned platform in the center of a circle of men. He came up behind Ellie as she watched for a while. He put his hands on her shoulders, sliding them down her smooth arms, and she leaned against him.

			Soon she moved away, and he knew that as it was her first time in the playroom, she was trying to see everything. They walked to another scene across the room, where eight people cavorted in a small orgy. One woman held out her hand to Ellie; he could see the interest in her smile as she approached. The woman kissed her, and Gabe watched with growing interest as Ellie kissed her back. Gabe wanted Ellie to himself, but if he had to share her with this woman, then hell, that was a sacrifice he would gladly make. But Ellie backed away from the woman. “Thanks for the invitation,” Gabe heard her say. “But I should go.”

			“Come back anytime, and bring the guy,” the woman replied, blowing kisses at them both. They looked around, and watched a few scenes. Gabe was already rock hard, and felt as tightly wound as a spring. He enjoyed showing Ellie what Di Terrestres had to offer, but if he didn’t have her soon, he might burst.

			“What’s behind that door?” she asked, pointing to a heavy wooden door.

			“The dungeon,” he responded.

			She raised an eyebrow in question, but said nothing.

			“It’s not really my scene, but it’s where the BDSM enthusiasts hang out. Do you want to see?”

			She nodded.

			Gabe took her hand, and pulled open the door. It was a typical night. A man was shackled to an X-shaped St. Andrew’s cross, as a woman struck him with a wooden cane. Against another wall, a woman was bent over, and a man paddled, then soothed her reddened ass. It wasn’t his thing, but the dungeon was one of their most popular features, and who was he to put down another person’s kink?

			“Wow,” Ellie said in a whisper.

			“This is what Di Terrestres is all about,” he told her, as they ended up in the main room. “People can come here, and enjoy whatever gets them off.” He walked her to a leather chaise.

			“And what gets you off, Gabe?”

			 

			Ellie knew when she asked the question that there was no way she was leaving Di Terrestres without having Gabe again. “I think you like control.”

			He took her hand, and laid it on his dick. She squeezed him and she felt the vibration of his body run through him. “Turn around,” he told her, his voice low. She didn’t move for several beats, not used to being told what to do. But she decided that she should let Gabe boss her around for a while. She dropped her purse to the floor, and did as he’d instructed her. “Bend over and grab the back of the couch.”

			Maybe she wasn’t comfortable with him taking complete control. “Gabe, wait,” she said.

			That got his attention, and he righted and took a step back. “You okay?”

			“Yeah, I guess I’m not used to being such a passive participant.”

			“You won’t be passive. But if you don’t want to do this, we can just leave, and go our separate ways, and only connect at work.”

			“I don’t want to go anywhere.”

			“Are you sure? Do you want to be here?”

			“I do.”

			“And you’re okay?”

			“Yes,” she vowed.

			He put his lips to her ear. His breath tickled her. “Then bend over, grab the fucking couch and don’t let go.”

			She would have done literally anything Gabe said at that moment. So she did what he told her. She bent at the waist, and gripped the leather couch. The movement pushed her ass against Gabe’s cock. He stood behind her for several moments. Completely still, silent but for his jagged breath as he inhaled. He dropped to his knees behind her, pushed his hands under her dress, and hooked his fingers underneath her panties and lowered them to the floor. With his fingers on her inner thighs, he spread her legs and leaned close. “Fuck, you’re soaked,” he murmured against her skin. She could feel his breath on her bare lips as he breathed over her. She gasped when she felt his tongue drag across her seam. With his mouth still on her, he moaned appreciatively, and the hum pulsed through her.

			As Gabe feasted on her, Ellie righted herself, standing straight, turning to watch him, forgetting his instructions, and everything else but the way he made her feel. But he soon corrected her when his palm smacked heavily against her ass. The crack reverberated throughout the room, over the noise of the other occupants.

			“Grab it,” he told her. His demand sent another shiver down her spine, and she obliged him. He wrapped his large hands against the tops of her thighs, pulling her to him, and holding her in place, as he went back to work. Ellie could barely breathe as his tongue, lips and teeth worked in tandem, driving her crazy. Soon Ellie was panting, shamelessly pushing against his face as his greedy mouth ate from her, his moans of satisfaction somehow matching her own of desperation.

			Ellie turned her head, and saw their reflection in the large mirror on the nearby wall. She was bent at an angle, her dress around her waist, with Gabe on his knees, behind her, his face almost completely obscured by her thighs and ass. In all of her days, including her wild past, it was the single most erotic sight she’d ever seen. Her heart thudded against her rib cage, and she gripped the couch tighter, her fingers clenching the leather, hoping it wouldn’t rip under her grasp. Her breaths became shallow, and her toes curled as he plucked at the strings of pleasure that ran throughout her body. She felt her muscles become taut, and as he pulled her closer, his lips closing over the bud of her clit, she became uncoiled as her orgasm tore through her.

			When the room stopped spinning, she felt him take a standing position behind her. “How was that?” he whispered, his voice husky and darkened by desire. He grasped her jaw, turned her face toward him and kissed her roughly. She could smell and taste herself on his lips. He took his hands from her. “Stay right there.” She heard the clang of his belt buckle. His hands worked behind her, and when she caught his reflection in the mirror, she watched him pump his fist over his cock several times before he rolled a condom over himself.

			Turning her head over her shoulder, she saw that he was still fully dressed, down to his button-down shirt and suit jacket, his pants resting on his muscular thighs. As she looked at them in the mirror, he was lining himself up with her from behind, and was inside of her with one solid thrust.

			“Gabe!”

			While he stood, grabbing her hips, he pushed in and out of her. His thrusts were quick, powerful. He was rough, and she knew he would probably leave bruises on her. But she didn’t care about that. It was hard, dirty, everything she wanted. She was on the brink of her second orgasm, and from Gabe’s frenzied movements, she knew he was close. She moved her hand between them, found where they were connected and touched both of them simultaneously. Her eyes snapped to his in the mirror, and for a moment, there was something else to their connection. Something potent that went beyond biological urges.

			Keeping her eyes locked with his, she rolled the pad of her finger around her clit. The sensation was enough, and she came again, and felt herself clamp around Gabe’s length. He yelled out, stilled and leaned over her, covering her body with his. He groaned roughly into the crook of her neck as he spasmed inside of her, filling the condom.

			She felt the quake in his strong legs as he removed the condom and tossed it in a nearby trash can. Ellie looked up, and she saw that they’d gained an audience. Now that the show was over, the crowd dispersed.

			Gabe helped Ellie straighten her dress, and he picked up her purse for her before then escorting her to the staircase. “What’d you think?”

			“That was amazing,” she told him. “Thanks for showing me around.”

			“No matter how any of this works out, anytime you want to come back, just let me know. I’ll put you on the list.” Back on the main floor, Gabe reached into his breast pocket, pulled out his cell phone and was transfixed by the screen. She knew that she’d lost him when he frowned.

			“Everything okay?” she asked him.

			“Yeah, it’s fine,” he told her, not looking up, his thumbs moving over the screen. “Excuse me for a minute, would you?”

			 

			Gabe saw the missed call notifications the minute he’d retrieved his phone. He wished that he hadn’t replaced the damn thing after he’d smashed it on Friday night. Charles had called him while he’d been in the playroom with Ellie. Seven times. Left voice mails and several texts for Gabe to call him. He took several steps away from her and dialed his voice mail.

			“Gabe, I need you to call me,” Charles said in the first message.

			He skipped to the next. “Gabe, where the hell are you?”

			The messages got more urgent. “I need you to get your ass over here now.”

			“Everything okay?” Ellie asked him.

			“Your father,” he told her, dialing his mentor.

			“Where the hell have you been?” his boss demanded, when he answered.

			He took a look at Ellie. “What is it?” If Charles had any idea where he’d been...

			“We need you at the office right now.” Gabe listened as Charles told him how one of the firm’s top clients had initiated a multimillion-dollar takeover of another company.

			“What? You need me there now? Aren’t there clerks that can handle that sort of thing?” Frustration had him biting the words at his boss.

			Charles was silent for a moment, as if stunned into silence. “He’s your client, and he wants you here now. And as a potential future partner, you’d better get here ASAP.” And there it was, Charles dangling his promotion over his head like a carrot on a string. He sighed and looked at Ellie, not wanting to leave her, but work had to come first. “Fine. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

			He slid his phone back in his pocket and saw the look that Ellie gave him. “Ellie, I’m sorry.”

			“You have to leave?”

			“Yeah. A big client wants me in the office now. Some kind of crisis, apparently.”

			Ellie straightened. “Yeah, of course. Well, thanks for that,” she said, gesturing down the stairs. “I’ll talk to my lawyer about the papers and get them back to you.” It felt like Gabe was losing Ellie already. But he didn’t want to let her go. Whatever was between them—he wanted to hold on to it.

			She started to move past him, but he held out his hand, stopping her.

			“Ellie, wait.”

			“Yeah?”

			He had no idea what he wanted to say to her. He just wanted her to stay with him. He didn’t want to say goodbye to this aspect of their relationship. “You know, we’ll still have a while before the marriage is officially annulled,” he told her.

			“Yeah.”

			He huffed out a breath, and took a step to stand right in front of her. “You can’t deny that we have a certain physical connection. But as long as we’re waiting for the annulment to be official, we might as well, I don’t know,” he stammered. “Hell, I’m usually better at this.” Words and presenting his case was his livelihood, and Ellie turned him into a stuttering fool. “Why don’t we keep seeing each other?”

			“You want to still play husband and wife?” she asked him. “Like, sexually?”

			“Yeah. Let’s give this—whatever this is between us—until then.”

			“Gabe, that’s insane.”

			She was right. It was insane. “I know it is. But I don’t want to let you go tonight without exploring what there is between us. What’s the worst that could happen?” Both of them could be ruined; that was a pretty heavy worst.

			She didn’t say anything for a while. She looked at the staircase as if to leave, and then she turned back to him. He couldn’t read the emotion that was on her face, and he hoped that he hadn’t just laid everything on the line, and made himself look like a jerk, by saying the stupidest thing he’d ever thought.

			“What about work?”

			“We’ll keep it separate. Keep it secret. Especially if I’m going to be your mentor.”

			“That’s still on?”

			He should say no. As soon as he’d said the words, he felt guilt punch him in the stomach. But he didn’t want to trust her career to anyone else. He was the best man for the job. “Yeah. It’s still on.”

			“But—”

			“I like you, Ellie. You’re smart, fiery, strong. I’ll bet you’re a really good lawyer to boot. If I can learn to keep my hands off you at the office, I do think we’ll be a pretty good match. Whatever is between us physically won’t affect either of our careers. What do you say?” he asked her, trying to not let desperation creep into his voice.

			“Okay,” she said. “To both.”

			“I’m glad.” He wanted nothing more than to go home with his wife. But his boss—his unknowing father-in-law—was waiting for him. For the first time in his life, he didn’t want to jump up and go to work. He turned serious, reached out and cupped her jaw. Her skin was smooth and warm. “I’m sorry I have to go. This is not how I wanted to spend this evening, at the office, working on a takeover.”

			“I changed my mind,” she told him. “I do believe that maybe you are the boring one.”

			He laughed. “It’s true. Maybe you should have known that about me before you married me,” he told her, winking. He cupped her face with his hands. “I want to see you later, but I really don’t know what time I’ll be done tonight.”

			God, he wanted nothing more than to ignore Charles, his client and the millions of dollars at stake, and take Ellie to his house and spend the night exploring her body. For a man who normally held on to control with a firm hold, he felt it start to slip from his grasp.

			“That’s okay.” Her casual shrug made him wonder how she was so unaffected. “Thanks again for the tour. I had fun.”

			“Me, too,” he assured her. He reached out and cupped her cheek in his palm, before drawing her near and placing a chaste kiss on her lips. He turned away from her while he still could. He had to get to the office.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			GABE WAS ON the conference call from hell with Charles and his client, and had been for three hours and counting. The other men were talking, but all Gabe could think about was Ellie. He’d gotten home from the office well after midnight the night before, after saying goodbye to Ellie at Di Terrestres. His quiet, empty house wasn’t the comfort it always was. He’d wished that Ellie was there. He’d almost called her, but he figured that it was too late. Was Ellie a night owl? An early bird? Again, he cursed himself for not knowing anything about her. But he went to bed without calling or texting her, even if he’d had to leave his phone downstairs in the kitchen to stop himself from contacting her from his bed.

			Finally, the call ended, all matters of the takeover having been discussed. Gabe knew that Charles had noticed he’d not been an active participant in the conversation, and had made several points of it during the call. It bothered Gabe that he was unable to focus on his client. It bothered him that he couldn’t get Ellie, who was probably in her own office several floors down, off his mind. He’d emailed her earlier with some tasks, and he wondered how she was doing with them. Maybe he’d take a trip down there to see if she needed a hand. But he stopped himself. They’d agreed to keep their work separate, and Gabe knew that the minute he was in her office, he would lock the door and take her.

			He needed to cool down. He needed to get out of his office. He walked to the lunchroom to get a coffee. Sure, he had a machine in his office, and he could have sent Kellen, his assistant, out for a cup, but he preferred to get his own. But when Ian Smith entered the lunchroom, he wished that he’d left the building and gone to the café around the corner.

			“Gabe,” he said. “How’s everything?”

			“Pretty good,” Gabe responded without much enthusiasm. He’d known Ian since they’d both started at the firm. The man was an ass-kisser, not one genuine bone in his body, and would do anything to get ahead. He was always jealous and resentful of Gabe’s connections within the firm—his father and Charles. “And yourself?” he asked, not because he was interested, but because the social contract between coworkers dictated it.

			“I’m good, man, good. I hear you’ve got Burnham’s daughter working under you now.”

			Gabe stiffened at the way Ian spoke.

			“I’ll tell you what, I wouldn’t mind having her under me.”

			Gabe’s hands formed into fists at his sides. “Stay away from her.”

			“Or what?” Ian asking, glancing down at Gabe’s clenched hands. “It’s not a good idea to deck a partner.”

			“You aren’t a partner,” Gabe reminded him.

			“I know they’re looking at one of us to come on board at the top.” Ian leaned in and lowered his voice. “I know you and the old man are pretty tight. But I have my connections, too. The partnership is mine. Stay out of my way.”

			The look in his eyes made Gabe understand that Ian was trying to threaten him, but he didn’t succeed. Ian was hungry—for power, money. But so was Gabe, and even though he didn’t need to work—the profits from his stake in the Brotherhood’s businesses was more than enough to live luxuriously—as he looked at Ian, his competitive nature took over. It was never just about the job for Gabe, it was about winning, being the best.

			Gabe chuckled. “Here’s the thing, Ian. Everyone knows you’re a snake. There’s no way the other partners will take you seriously enough to vote you as a partner.”

			“Is that right? I think you’re going to be sorry for that, Foster. I know you’re a golden boy over here, but you’re done. Don’t cross me.”

			Gabe stayed cool, figuring that not visibly reacting would bother Ian more. He was right. Ian glared, before pushing past Gabe and leaving the room.

			Gabe had to grab the handle of the nearby fridge to stop himself from stalking after him. But Ian was right, he couldn’t pummel the man—not on company property at least. He could handle himself. But he was angrier on Ellie’s behalf. Ian wasn’t going to get anywhere near Ellie.

			He wasn’t sure if the tension roiling through his body was anger or lust. Every time he tried to focus his mind, it just made his body recall the way Ellie had felt underneath him, surrounding him. How she’d kissed him back in the elevator, how it felt to drive into her from behind in the playroom at Di Terrestres. It was barely noon, and he had to get out of the building. He’d always been a workhorse, making him an asset to his employers and clients. Since meeting—and marrying—Ellie, however, his work ethic and productivity had plummeted.

			He looked out the window. It was another hot day in Las Vegas, and while his air-conditioned office was a relief, he needed to get outside. He made his way back to his office, changed out of his suit and back into the jeans and T-shirt he’d worn that morning, and made his way to the parking lot.

			He jumped on his motorcycle and put on his helmet before starting it up. The motor vibrated, coming to life between his thighs, and he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. He drove for a while; the wind was cool on his arms, but the sun was hot as he drove away from the city and into the desert. Taking a ride on his bike was normally the thing that cleared his mind and helped him focus.

			But this time, it didn’t work. Like always, Ellie dominated his thoughts, and when he managed to push her aside, he thought about the firm and his future. He was so close to attaining his dreams, he couldn’t blow it now. And if word got out that he’d drunkenly married Charles Burnham’s daughter, he’d be finished. There’s no way Charles would forgive him. And there was no way Ellie would see the reconciliation with her father that she’d craved. It had been selfish, asking her to continue their relationship until the annulment was finalized. And he’d put her in jeopardy.

			His phone vibrated in his pocket and Gabe pulled over to the dusty shoulder to answer it. It was a text from Alana.

			I’m at Thalia, doing some work. Up for late lunch?

			At the mention of food, Gabe’s stomach growled, and he realized that he’d skipped breakfast, and had only had coffee so far that morning.

			Hell yeah. I can be there in twenty. Of all the members of the Brotherhood, Alana was his best friend, and if there was anyone he could trust to give him brutal honesty and clarity on his current predicament, it was her.

			He turned the bike around and headed back to the city, weaving in and out of traffic, expertly gliding his motorcycle over the asphalt. At Thalia, he parked next to Alana’s red vintage Stingray, loosened his helmet and hung it over the handlebars. On his way to the door, he let some well-dressed businessmen go inside ahead of him. They looked him up and down in his jeans and T-shirt. Gabe was definitely underdressed to dine in their restaurant—which had a dress code—but he assumed, with a chuckle, that as one of the restaurant’s owners, management would make an exception for him.

			He held the door open for the men, and smiled while they barely regarded him. He followed them to the hostess stand, and Libby, the gorgeous woman standing behind it, broke into a huge smile, much to the surprise of the men. “Gabe,” she greeted him. “Alana is just inside at her usual table. Behave yourself because she isn’t having an easy morning.”

			“Thanks for the warning, Libby,” he said gratefully, as he made his way inside. Alana had already been seated. She had her tablet and a stack of papers in front of her, and her phone to her ear.

			“That’s completely unacceptable,” she told the unfortunate person on the other end. She looked up at Gabe and winked. “Get back to me in two hours with a better response,” she said, and promptly hung up the phone.

			Gabe took a seat and helped himself to her half-filled wineglass. “What was that about?”

			“Oh, you know, the usual. We need some work to be done on the hotel. The contractor is trying to dick me around because I don’t have one.” She shrugged and bit back a yawn.

			He watched her. She’d been working herself like crazy the past few months, especially since the Brotherhood had opened their latest hotel, in which they’d taken the erotic themes of Di Terrestres and created a full-service hotel around the concept. Alana had taken on most of the management of their hospitality businesses, and he knew that the work must be piling up on her. “Everything okay?”

			“Just peachy,” she said with a smile that Gabe knew wasn’t as genuine as she tried to portray. He also knew that pushing Alana on the issue would make her push herself harder, work more, to prove him wrong.

			He reached across the table and put his hand over hers. “We know you’re working hard lately. You can reach out, you know. The guys and I can help lighten your load.”

			“Yeah, especially now that Brett is off enjoying married life, Alex is also planning a wedding and Rafael is working on the campaign for his senate run, on top of their own workloads. Yeah, they have all the time in the world to help out. Don’t worry, I’m fine,” she told him. Her voice was firm, and told him that she was close to getting angry. “Give me that,” she said, reaching out and plucking the wineglass from his fingers, and drinking from it.

			The waiter came by, and Gabe asked for a beer. Alana put away the stacks of paper and the tablet, and the server returned with Gabe’s lager. He tasted it. It was cold and crisp, the bubbles reminding him of the champagne he’d lapped up from Ellie’s body the night they’d married. Jesus, get a grip. He sighed, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

			“I think the better question is, is everything okay with you?” Alana said.

			He didn’t look at her, instead taking another mouthful of his beer. He sighed again.

			“Bad day so far at work?”

			“It’s fine,” he told her.

			Alana clearly wasn’t convinced. “What’s going on? Did you get those annulment papers filed?”

			“Yeah. But there’s more.” He took a deep breath and told Alana everything. What had transpired between him and Ellie the night before, and how he’d told her he wanted to keep sleeping with her, at least until their day in court.

			Alana was quiet for a minute, and Gabe hated the way she watched him—so critical. “What? Why would you do that?”

			“The sex is really good?” he answered, searching for a reason.

			“You’ve had good sex, dude. And I’m sure you can find it again with someone who isn’t your boss’s daughter.”

			“It’s not only that,” he told her. “Ellie is...” He tried to find the words. “Ellie is special.”

			“Well, that’s nice for you. But you married your boss’s daughter when you were drunk. And we both know I hate to be the person to say it, but is she worth destroying your career and everything you’ve worked for? Because that’s what’s going to happen when Burnham finds out.”

			That was why he’d gone to Alana. She was the voice of reason. He knew that Alana wasn’t just giving him a hard time. She was helping him talk through his problem. She was good at that. “I know, and I know if I make partner, I’ll be set for the rest of my career. But when I’m with Ellie, Jesus, I don’t know, it’s like I lose all control. I don’t care about anything but being with her again.” Alana smiled, and it annoyed him. He failed to see the humor in something that could seriously fuck up not only his career, but his life.

			“What?”

			She shrugged and sipped her wine. “Nothing. It’s just that I’ve never seen you in anything but complete control. You’re in quite a bind over this woman.”

			He wanted to tell her that she was wrong, but he couldn’t. Already he was seeing that he didn’t pull the strings when it came to Ellie. It scared him. “So, what do I do?”

			Alana narrowed her eyes at him, as if considering her response. “Honestly? I think you might be going through a typical late quarter-life crisis. Seeing all your friends settled down and married off has got your own biological clock ticking. You should be careful. But just remember, Gabe, you’ve worked too damn hard to screw up your career. Don’t throw everything away because of a pretty face.”

			He nodded. “Maybe you’re right.” Had his desire to have what his friends had driven him to marry Ellie, and then ask her to stay in his bed until the annulment? And that was why he’d gone to Alana. He could count on her to give him a straight, practical answer that wasn’t governed by matters of the heart. “Thanks. I knew that’s what you would say.”

			“And that’s why you came to me instead of one of the guys?”

			He smiled. The rest of their friends seemed to have fallen in love with amazing women. Good for them. Any one of the guys would have probably advised him to stay married to the woman, to have babies and live happily ever after. He was grateful that Alana understood that not everything was about that dreaded four-letter word—love. “You know me too well.”

			“And don’t you forget it.”

			“Thanks, Lana. But there’s something else, though,” he started, not looking at her. There was one very big piece of information he’d left out.

			Her eyes narrowed. “What?”

			“Her father assigned me as her mentor.”

			Alana blinked. “Christ, are you serious?”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s messed up. Forget for a second that she’s Burnham’s daughter. Forget even that you married her. You’re responsible for this woman’s career, and you took her down to the playroom last night?”

			Gabe had no excuse. “Yeah.”

			“That’s not okay—”

			“Everything between us has been consensual,” Gabe told her. He’d made sure of that.

			“The problem is with the imbalance of power. She’s young, just out of school. You’re supposed to guide her. Help her. You can’t do that if you’re unzipping your pants.”

			“I know,” Gabe admitted and put his head in his hands. “You’re right.”

			“You have to quit being her mentor, or quit sleeping with her. Which is it going to be?”

			Which indeed?

			“I’ll find her a new mentor.”

			Alana’s lips pursed in a way that annoyed him. “Interesting.”

			In any other life, he could see being with Alana, and while they’d fooled around a little in the past, they’d thankfully decided that they were much better as friends.

			“So, in the meantime, what do I do?”

			She shrugged. “I find it hard to believe that you don’t have more self-control than that. But, in the same breath, I can’t believe that you’re here looking for advice about women. This is new territory. I think you should avoid her until a judge signs off on the annulment, instead of playing the happy honeymooners. There’s no sense in prolonging the inevitable.” She paused. “Unless you see a future with her.”

			Gabe looked into his beer, saying nothing.

			“Do you see a future with her?”

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I know I like being with her. We have fun. I think that’s why I wanted to see her again—getting to know each other, see if there’s something worth salvaging between us.”

			Alana hummed, and took a sip of her wine. He couldn’t tell what was happening behind her eyes.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. You hungry?”

			“Starving.” Gabe picked up his menu, ignoring her knowing gaze. He’d told her his problem, and she’d given him some good advice—not that he was sure he’d be following it. He was done with the conversation. “How’s the tuna today?”

			“It’s amazing, as usual,” she told him, still watching him carefully. “I’ll drop the subject if you want to drop it.”

			“I want to drop it.”

			“Another round?” she asked, gesturing to her empty glass.

			Another round? His life was a complete mess. He needed at least another six rounds. He could always take a car back to the office. “Yes, please.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			ELLIE SIPPED HER coffee and looked around the large conference room at the assembled associates and staff of the law firm. She scanned the faces—most somewhat familiar—trying to tell herself that she wasn’t looking for Gabe. With the exception of a few emails back and forth, she hadn’t seen him all day. But really, she hadn’t seen anyone. She’d sequestered herself in her tiny office on the first floor, barely breaking to eat a sandwich at her desk, one by one ticking each item off the list of things Gabe had asked her to do.

			She wasn’t about to complain about the work. She didn’t want to be accused of skating by just because she was the firm founder’s daughter. She was willing to do more, stay later than anyone just to prove that she deserved to be there. She drank from her mug again. Just coffee. Not wine or spirits like everyone else. There was no way she was going to let her father catch her with a drink in her hand at a work party.

			She looked around at all the people gathered, their rigid postures jovial, but there was no way they were having fun. It didn’t take a keen observer to see the discomfort, the stilted smiles, the awkward interactions. Everyone on their best behavior. It wasn’t the type of party she was used to. “I used to be so good at this,” she muttered to herself in her corner, away from what might be called the action.

			Ellie heard Gabe before she saw him. She looked to the doorway, where she watched him enter the room, laughing with another one of the senior associates. He slapped his colleague on the back, and looked up to search the room—his eyes finding hers immediately—and in several long strides, he crossed the room to her.

			“Ellie, I’m glad you made it up this evening.”

			“Yeah, I just finished up.”

			“Sorry if I piled on too much.”

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

			“You did excellent work,” he told her.

			Ellie lowered her voice. “I even took care of that other matter we discussed last night.” Her answer to their annulment.

			He blinked quickly. “Good.” His voice lowered. “Now it’s in the judge’s hands until we get a court date, and it’ll all be behind us.” She nodded, and he shifted closer to her. “Now that that’s taken care of, there’s something else I wanted to discuss with you.”

			She noted the way his voice lowered, his eyes hooded.

			“And what’s that?”

			Covertly, he looked over his shoulder. “I want you to come home with me tonight.”

			“And then what?”

			He leaned in. “I’m going to rip that dress right off you later, my darling wife,” he whispered in her ear before pulling back.

			“Is that right?” she asked, when she found her voice, shocked by Gabe’s quiet, but bold declaration. She looked over Gabe’s shoulder and saw another man approach them.

			Gabe turned, and she saw the briefest flicker of a frown before he covered it with a polite smile. “Ian.”

			“Gabe,” Ian said. “Who is this lovely young lady? Is this Charles’s daughter?”

			“Yes. Ellie, this is Ian. Ian, Ellie,” Gabe introduced them.

			She offered her hand to him, and he gripped it almost too hard, as if exerting his dominance, and Ellie watched him give her a once-over. She instinctively backed up a little. But he didn’t release her hand, and she knew at that moment that she didn’t like Ian. And even though she was standing next to Gabe, she didn’t feel safe with this other man anywhere near her. She cast a look at Gabe, who was also watching the interaction, his eyes narrowed and trained on Ian.

			“Ian, how are you doing?” Gabe physically put himself between her and the other man, and offered his own hand, knowing that, per the social contract, Ian would have to release her and shake it. Jarred from the interaction, Ellie stood back farther from the conversation and drank her coffee, completely rattled from the seemingly innocent interaction. Ian ignored her, but Gabe kept his eyes on her until he saw that her cup was empty, and then he reached out to her. “Why don’t we get you another coffee, and I can introduce you to some people you haven’t met.”

			With Gabe’s broad, warm palm spanning the width of her lower back, she finally felt safe. His touch wasn’t cold, threatening, like Ian’s. “I saw the way he looked at you,” he whispered, his voice tinged by anger. “Are you okay?”

			Ellie nodded. “Thanks for getting me out of there, though. That guy really creeped me out.”

			“Yeah. Your instincts were correct. I’ve heard some of the stories, and he isn’t a good guy. A real asshole.” He grimaced, but then turned on a charming smile to greet his colleagues as they walked by.

			“Can we get out of here?” she asked.

			“Yeah. I can’t wait to make good on my promise to you.”

			“Gabe!” she heard someone shout. It was her father; he was quickly approaching and didn’t look happy. Gabe quickly removed his hand from Ellie’s lower back. She was already humming with anticipation of another night with Gabe. Desire pooled between her thighs. They were almost out—so close to the door to freedom, and more than likely, more orgasms than she could count.

			“Sir,” Gabe greeted him. “Great turnout this time.”

			“Yes, everyone’s been working so hard lately. Which is why I’m sorry to have to do this to you tonight. I just got off the phone. There’s a problem with the Hong Kong takeover you’ve been working on.”

			“What is it?”

			Charles went into a long, drawn-out explanation about a spooked board of directors, and dissension among their ranks. He needed Gabe to assist them and provide counsel to help them come up with a better deal, and renegotiate the terms of their acquisition. Ellie knew those sorts of things could go on for days, weeks, and from the many details she knew about the deal already, Ellie knew that Gabe had already worked his ass off on it.

			“They know you, and trust you. You need to take care of it. Ellie, you know some of what is going on. Give Gabe a hand. Help him with anything he needs.”

			“I can do that,” she promised. So much for the sex-filled night she’d planned on. Her hopes were now deflated as she knew that she would be spending the night not in Gabe’s bed, with her ripped-up dress on the floor, but in the office. She would still be with Gabe, but he had turned back immediately into the diligent, serious partner-to-be. Gabe was already on his cell phone. She smiled at her father, but he was already turning around and moving on to the next cluster of people.

			“There’s an empty conference room down the hall,” Gabe told her. “It might be better for us to spread out over there. Go get what you need from your office.” He blew out a heavy breath, and she knew that he was just as frustrated as she was. “It’s going to be a long night.”

			Ellie nodded, and left the conference room to head to her office. If she and Gabe weren’t able to sneak away for a night at his place, maybe the night wouldn’t be a complete bust. Maybe Gabe was on to something when he said they could spread out in the conference room.

			And as she promised her father, she would give Gabe a hand with anything he needed...

			 

			A few hours later, Ellie found herself sequestered with Gabe in one of the firm’s conference rooms to deal with the problems happening in Hong Kong. Ellie watched in awe as Gabe spoke in Cantonese with his client—the CEO of the tech company that was embroiled in the takeover drama. They’d spent their time making international calls, and researching and brainstorming with people around the globe. Normally, a company like that would have in-house counsel but Gabe had explained that he’d known the CEO and founder, now one of the world’s richest men, since he started out. That was why the task of smoothing out the takeover fell to two young Americans half a world away.

			Ellie released the pins and elastic that had been holding her bun in place. She shook her head, and her dark hair fell to her shoulders. Gabe watched her, then disconnected the call, put down his phone and rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. “What a clusterfuck,” he said.

			“No luck changing the board’s minds?”

			“Not yet. They don’t believe the takeover is in the best interest of the firm, nothing that we’ve presented is changing their minds and Tsai is ready to go ahead with it anyway, the opinions of others and consequences be damned.”

			Ellie rolled her chair closer to him. “You did your best. We both did. You provided counsel, guidance. And we’ll go ahead and file whatever papers your client needs us to.” She put her hand on his thigh. “I didn’t know you spoke Cantonese.”

			He turned his head and looked at her. His golden, wavy hair was tousled and fell over his forehead. He’d long abandoned his tie and jacket, and his sleeves were rolled up over his corded, tanned forearms. He was a gorgeous man. “Are you impressed?” he asked, flashing his white teeth.

			“A little, yeah.” She crawled her fingers up his firm thigh, and she felt him stiffen underneath her touch. He blew out a breath.

			She squeezed her fingers into the hard muscle. He tensed again, but he made no movement to remove her hand. So, emboldened, she moved her hand upward, toward his fly, and found his dick, already hard and warm in her palm behind the fine material of his pants. She smoothed her palm over him. His lips were pressed together, and he moaned under her touch.

			Ellie looked up. Through the frosted glass walls of the conference room, she could see their colleagues milling about in the hallway on the other side of the glass. She assumed that the mixer had finally cleared out, but there were still a few stragglers.

			He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Ellie,” his voice was a low, dangerous grumble. “What are you doing?”

			She shrugged her shoulders, still palming, stroking his rigid length through his pants. “You look tense. My father told me to give you a hand.”

			There was a giggle in the hallway, and they could see someone’s form lean against the clouded glass. Ellie gasped, but she didn’t move her hand.

			Gabe chuckled, and put his hand on top of hers. Instead of moving her hand away from him, he squeezed it and flexed his hips forward in his chair, the minute movement putting him more fully into her hand. He was hard, thick and hot. She squeezed him before finding and pulling down his zipper. She felt his abdomen twitch, and he covered a moan with another cough, which was enough to catch the attention of the people in the hallway. The glass was definitely not soundproof.

			The person in the hallway turned toward the glass, but instead of leaving, he reached for the doorknob and opened it. Ellie let out a startled gasp, as one of the guys from family law—Ted, she thought his name was—poked his head in. Ellie and Gabe both straightened, Ellie pulled her hand away from Gabe’s crotch. “Hey, guys. Sorry, we didn’t know you were in here.”

			“It’s all good,” Gabe told him through clenched teeth.

			“See you guys tomorrow,” Maybe Ted told them with a jovial smile and a finger gun.

			Ellie nodded. “Yeah, tomorrow,” she agreed.

			“I’ll let you get back to work, I guess.”

			“That’d be great,” Gabe told him.

			“You okay, Gabe? You look a little tense.”

			“I’m fine. We’re just trying to finish up here.” Gabe’s body was so rigid that Ellie was certain he might snap in half.

			“You know, you’ll work yourself to an early grave.”

			When Ted closed the door, Gabe straightened and removed her hand from him. “Jesus, Ellie,” she heard him mutter under his breath. “You know I’m about to make partner. This is too important for me to screw up. I can’t be embroiled in a scandal any more than I already am.”

			He was right, but that didn’t mean she had to like it, or that she was even done. Ellie released him, stood and walked deliberately to the door, making sure to put a swivel in her hips, knowing he was watching. “You don’t think that my job is important to me? I’ve got a lot on the line right now, as well.” She watched him over her shoulder from across the room and saw that he was still in the chair, his legs spread. He’d made no attempt to stuff himself back inside his pants. Watching her with lust-darkened eyes.

			She smiled and flipped the lock on the door, ensuring they wouldn’t be interrupted again. She turned to face him. The large table separated them, and they watched each other.

			Slowly, Ellie reached back behind her and found the zipper of her dress and lowered it. The material loosened, and she pushed it past her shoulders and down her hips, until it fell to the floor. Gabe stood straight.

			“What are you doing?” he asked, almost breathless. “We have a lot of work to do.”

			“You’re the one who still has your dick out,” she pointed out. “Want me to take care of that for you?”

			His response was a low grunt, as he settled into the chair.

			In her matching bra and panties set, stockings and high heels, she took several deliberate steps toward the table. “I’m not sure there’s much more we can do tonight. Plus, the way I feel, I’m not sure if I could concentrate on it right now. You won’t believe how wet I am, right now, just thinking about you.”

			She came to the edge of the table, and instead of walking around it, she used more grace than she knew she had, and climbed on top of it. Half crawling, half sliding, she made her way across the table until she came to meet Gabe at his end, and she knelt upright, above him, her thighs spread at his eye level. Their mingled breaths were the only sounds in the room as they watched each other. More conversation filled the hallway and captured both of their attention, and they both looked to the glass.

			Ellie held her breath. All someone would have to do is try to open the door, see it was locked and they would raise suspicion. What if her father came by to check? When the hallway was empty again, Ellie turned back to Gabe.

			“This is insane,” he told her. She thought he would zip up and tell her to get dressed. They were at work. He was right. It was insane that she was kneeling on top of a conference room table in her underwear, and Gabe was sitting in the chair with his cock out.

			“Should we get back to work?” she asked. “Or should we finish whatever we’ve started here?”

			Ellie held her breath, waiting for his response. He stood from the chair, and made no effort to zip up his pants. He put his hands just above her still-spread knees and slid them up her thighs, over the nude-colored lace at the top of her stockings. His touch made her gasp, and a warmth traveled throughout her. She needed Gabe, and needed him now. If he turned her away, she might explode from need.

			His chest rose and fell with his breath, and he looked long and slow up her body, until he reached her eyes. “Let’s finish it.”

			Thank God. She breathed out a sigh of relief.

			Gabe helped her step down from the table, and once her feet were on the floor, she put her hand on his chest and pushed him back into his chair, following him down, straddling his thighs. Gripping his lapels in her fists, she leaned in and grazed his ear with her lips. “Here’s how this is going to work, Gabe,” she whispered. “I know you’re big on control, but now it’s my turn.” She kissed his lips hard—she held the power now—and before he could say anything in response, Ellie slithered off his lap, and onto the floor, to kneel between his knees.

			“Ell... You don’t have to do this,” he murmured, but her fingers gripped him and slid up and down his length. He pushed his hips forward into her fist. “Oh Christ,” he sighed.

			“Don’t worry. I want to,” she assured him, before her lips closed over the head of his dick. She brought her head down, taking as much of him as she could, before rising, stopping at the crest before taking him all the way again.

			“Fuck,” he said, putting his hand on her head, wrapping her hair in his fist. “That’s incredible.” She used one hand on his shaft, but when she cupped his balls with her other hand, he began thrusting into her mouth. She could feel his desperation, knew he was close, but before she could bring him to completion, he put his hands on her cheeks and gently pushed her away.

			She got the hint and rose up to straddle his lap again. She licked the side of his throat, and then trailed up to his ear. “Why did you stop me?” she whispered, before taking the lobe between her teeth. He groaned. Ellie knew that she was killing him.

			He pulled her close, and the contact brought his hard dick against her still-clothed pussy. She rocked her hips against him, her clit throbbing with the light contact. “Because I couldn’t wait another second to have you.” Shifting slightly, he reached for the table, where he’d put his wallet. He pulled out a condom. In seconds, he’d ripped the foil, and had the latex rolled over his pulsing shaft. With a rough tug, he pulled Ellie’s panties to the side, and she lowered herself over him. At the contact, they both stilled, but then Ellie went into action, raising and lowering herself over him.

			Gabe pulled down her bra and closed his lips over one of her nipples, nipping her, making her cry out. He spread his palms over her back, holding her close as she rode his cock, taking every ounce of pleasure she could, and giving it back to him. Riding him, the wonderfully rough friction of her lace panties against her clit, and the way he filled her quickly brought her over the edge. She gripped his shoulders, and in a move to stop herself from screaming out, she dug her teeth into the warm skin of his throat.

			In her ear, he grunted his release and he stiffened beneath her.

			“God, Ellie,” he whispered against her bare shoulder, breathing against her sensitive nerve endings. “That was amazing.”

			“Yeah,” she said, realizing that she had to disengage from him. He let her, and she stood on wobbly legs, walking to the other side of the room to collect her dress. She could feel his eyes on her as she straightened the material of her dress over her body.

			“That probably shouldn’t have happened here,” Gabe told her. “I know we promised to keep this separated from our jobs. But, Ellie, you make me lose all control. I just can’t help myself around you. But I don’t regret it.”

			“You’re right,” Ellie agreed. “Even though we had an agreement, it was fun, wasn’t it?”

			“Doesn’t mean it won’t happen again,” he told her with a smile. She took it as almost a warning.

			“I know,” she agreed, and took several steps until she was standing in front of him. Her hands flattened against his chest, while his found her hips, pulling her closer. “I know that we agreed this would be temporary, just until the annulment.” She shook her head. “There’s no way to stop this, is there?”

			Gabe paused and kissed her. Already his lips and taste were familiar. She wasn’t sure how the man had already imprinted himself on her senses. “I don’t know how,” he muttered, before turning serious. “But I feel like we need to talk about something first.”

			“What is it?”

			“If we’re having this relationship, or whatever this is,” he added too quickly for her liking. “I don’t think I can, or should, be your mentor.”

			That made Ellie pause. She and Gabe worked great together. “Why not?”

			Even though she knew the reasons why, Gabe listed them—propriety, office politics, it was risky to both of their careers. He had a power imbalance over her. She knew all of that, but Ellie didn’t care. She couldn’t fight the way she felt around Gabe.

			“I agree that what we’re doing is inappropriate,” she said, carefully choosing her words. “I know it puts us both at risk. But there’s no one else I would rather have by my side in my career. I can learn a lot from you, professionally. So if you think we have to end one aspect of our relationship, either physically or professionally,” she took a deep breath, “it needs to be the physical.” As she said the words, she felt a pain in her chest. She wanted Gabe in every way. But if he was making her choose, she could still make the right decision for her future.

			“Is that what you want?” he asked her.

			“No. It isn’t at all. I want both. And Gabe, I’m not some young ingenue, I know exactly what I want. You.”

			He didn’t say anything for a moment. But then he nodded again, his serious frown turning upward. “Let’s go to my house.”

			Ellie couldn’t wait to go to his home. To see the kind of person he was outside of the walls of the law office. She wanted to know the real Gabe. But as she smiled, watching Gabe collect their things, his words rang through her head.

			I know this is temporary...

			Yes. It was temporary. They were just having fun until their annulment was finalized. Gabe finished up, putting his laptop in his shoulder bag.

			He smiled at her. “Ready to go?”

			Ellie nodded. For once she wished she’d met Gabe under different circumstances. That she didn’t work at his firm, that he wasn’t so close to her father. That they hadn’t had a drunken Vegas wedding. Whether or not they were temporary, it didn’t mean that she wouldn’t enjoy every second that she could get with Gabe. “Yeah,” she told him, wishing she could take his hand as they walked out of the building. “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			ELLIE STOOD NEXT to Gabe as he unlocked his door using a pass code, and when he opened the door, she walked inside ahead of him. She’d been in his home before, the day after their wedding.

			“I’ll be right back,” he told her, disappearing around a corner.

			She turned her head, and then she saw it. Speaking of knowing nothing about him. She walked to the grand piano, shiny and black, and sat at the bench in front of it. Did Gabe play the piano? She pictured his long, capable fingers, his grace, his beauty—she knew that he must have been a skilled player, and she longed to hear him play.

			She lifted the lid and pushed one of the keys. The sound filled the hallway, and echoed off the marble. She hit the next key. Then she played a little song that she remembered from childhood.

			When she looked up, she saw Gabe watching her from the hallway. She was surprised to see him, having not heard him approach, but not as surprised as he looked to see her sitting at the piano.

			“Do you play?” he asked.

			Ellie shook her head. “That’s about the extent of it,” she told him, standing. “But based on this, I’m willing to bet that you do.”

			“Some,” he explained, not moving from the hallway.

			“You any good?”

			Gabe shrugged. “I’m okay.”

			“Will you play me something?”

			“Later,” he told her. “But now I’m hungry. Want some food?”

			Ellie realized that she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime. “Yeah. I’m starving.”

			“Let’s go to the kitchen,” he suggested, taking her hand and leading her through the house. “How do you feel about a very, very late breakfast?” he asked, opening the fridge.

			“Sounds great.”

			They weren’t going to be together forever—sex was just a fun diversion for them. There was no way they would be able to maintain the pace they’d set, keep the fires burning as hotly. But being in his kitchen as he opened the fridge and pulled out a selection of fresh vegetables and a carton of eggs? Well, it felt nice.

			“Well, I’m about to make you the best omelet you’ve ever had.”

			“Oh really? That sounds like some big talk.”

			“Not just talk. You should know by now that I’m amazing at everything I do.”

			Ellie laughed. “You’re not wrong. Want any help?”

			“No, you take it easy. You’ve worked hard tonight,” he said with a wink. “Want a drink? There’s some wine in the cellar over there.” He gestured over his shoulder to a door off the kitchen.

			“Sure, what kind of wine goes best with eggs?”

			Chuckling, Gabe cracked one into a bowl. “Surprise me.”

			Ellie went into the wine cellar, and picked a bottle of red that looked appealing. She poured them both a glass and handed one to Gabe. The small act of domesticity made her smile.

			Just temporary... Just temporary... Just temporary.

			Ellie knew that she and Gabe had no chance of a future together. She watched his back as he whisked the eggs, and mentally ticked through the list of reasons why they couldn’t stay together—their career tracks, her father. The fact that they were so freakin’ sexually compatible couldn’t stand up to those things. But still, she liked Gabe, and wanted to get to know him.“Tell me about your friends,” she said.

			“What do you want to know?”

			“You’ve told me about your business interests, Di Terrestres, but who are they? What are they like? What drew you all together?”

			“That’s a lot of questions,” he told her, his hands busy chopping vegetables. “My friends and I are tight. I met them when I returned from London after finishing law school. We did everything together. Went into business together, each of us using our strengths to ensure the success of the group. We share everything. We were like a wolf pack, the Brotherhood.”

			“The Brotherhood. Sounds like one of those secret societies, with the robes and rituals.”

			He laughed. “Not quite. We don’t have nearly enough robes and rituals,” he told her. “Brett and Alex are real estate developers, Rafael is the politician, Alana runs Di Terrestres, Thalia, our new hotel and the rest of the entertainment properties.”

			“And you?”

			“I’m the lawyer.”

			“You put out all the fires.”

			“We all work together to put out the fires. We did everything together.” He artfully flipped the omelet, with a flick of the pan.

			“Did?”

			“One by one—first Brett, then Rafael, then Alex—they fell in love with amazing women. They’re better for it, of course. These women challenge them, love them. I’ve never seen any of them happier or more complete. It wasn’t what I thought I wanted, but...” He trailed off, as if searching for the words. “Sometimes I wonder if that’s what I’ve been missing.”

			Ellie heard the words he was saying and wondered if that was the reason he’d drunkenly suggested they head to the wedding chapel.

			He turned back to face the stove where the omelet cooked. “I can’t believe I said all that,” he told her, with a shake of his head. “My friends are great, kind of jerks sometimes. You’ll meet them officially tomorrow. They’re coming into the office for our monthly briefing.”

			Gabe plated their omelets and put hers in front of her, and they ate in near silence. She hadn’t eaten since lunch, and just realized that she was starving. Ellie watched Gabe as he ate. It was the quiet moments they shared—not just when they were having sex—that she enjoyed. Just talking about his friends, sharing a meal with him, getting to know him. It was those moments when a small amount of hope told her that she and Gabe might have a future between them. But more than once, he’d laid out the temporary, inappropriate nature of their relationship. Especially once he became partner, they would never be able to see each other.

			Ellie frowned. And if her father found out, there would be no chance of them reconciling. There was no happy ending for her and Gabe. Watching him eat, she pushed her plate back, no longer hungry.

			Gabe must have noticed her shift in mood. He put his fork down and looked up at her. “You okay?”

			“Yeah,” she lied. “I’m just full.”

			Gabe ate the last forkful on his plate. She could tell from the way he looked at her that he wasn’t convinced. But he didn’t say anything. Instead, he took her hand and stood. “Come on,” he told her. “Let’s go to bed.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			ONLY A DAY after he and Ellie had had sex in the very chair where he was sitting, Gabe looked around the conference room at Brett, Alex, Rafael and Alana. The Brotherhood had gathered, as they did every month, to discuss their business interests and to brainstorm ideas for new revenue streams. The group went through their joint portfolios, analyzing their profits and deciding where to allocate funds and reinvest in the business.

			There was a knock on the door. Gabe hit the switch that turned the glass wall clear, and he could see Ellie standing on the other side.

			He smiled, as he found himself doing when she was near, and waved her to come in. “Gabe, I just wanted to let you know that Charles just got off the phone with Hong Kong and he wanted to let you know that Tsai and the board came to an agreement. They’re going through with the acquisition. It’s all because of your work last night.”

			Gabe could have kissed her. He put another big client in the win column, and it would definitely ensure he was brought aboard as a partner. He could almost picture himself sitting behind his new desk in the office next to Charles’s that his father had vacated the year before. “That’s amazing! And it was our work. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

			He heard a throat clear behind them. He’d completely forgotten his friends were there. He turned and saw four amused smiles. “You going to introduce us?” Rafael asked.

			He sighed. “Yeah, Ellie, take a seat. These are my friends—” he went around the table “—guys, this is Ellie.”

			“The new Mrs. Foster,” the bigger one, Alex, said, extending his hand across the table.

			“Stop,” Gabe warned him.

			“You told them?” she asked Gabe. “I thought we agreed to keep it secret.”

			He shrugged. “Of course, I told them. We share everything. These people are my closest friends. You didn’t tell your closest friends?”

			She thought back to the conversation she’d had with Rachel. “Yeah, I told Rachel, my best friend,” she explained. “You met her the night we met, if you can remember.”

			He heard a snicker and he wasn’t sure who it came from—hell, it could have been any of them, as a look around the table told him that they were all enjoying the show.

			“Ah, yes,” he said, recalling the woman who’d snapped a picture of his ID. “I told you that these guys are my business partners, too. My business is their business. But a few nights ago, they had explicitly promised that they’d be nice,” Gabe said. “Although I don’t really believe that.”

			“That was Jessica who said that,” Brett retorted. “But we’ll behave,” he added, winking at Ellie.

			“How are you liking Vegas?” Alana asked her.

			“It’s nice. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to see much of it—with work taking up so much time—”

			“And getting married,” Alex commented. “Huge time commitment. I’m planning a wedding, and it’s a lot of work. Although I think we’re skipping the Elvis impersonator.”

			“Dude. Be cool.” Gabe’s voice was rich with warning.

			“It’s fine. I can take it,” she assured him.

			“I’m just having fun. Sorry, Ellie.”

			There was another knock on the door, and Gabe looked up to see Charles Burnham. He expected to be summoned, but instead the man looked at Ellie. He didn’t look happy. “Ellie, may I speak to you?”

			“Yeah, sure,” she turned to the group. “It was nice meeting you all.” Gabe watched her leave the room and walk down the hallway with Charles, a bad feeling clenching his gut.

			 

			Ellie followed her father down the hallway to his office. He didn’t say a word, not until they were inside with the door closed.

			He turned on her, his face twisted with disgust. “What were you doing in that conference room?” For a brief moment, she thought he had somehow found out what she and Gabe had done in there the night before. She had no idea how she would talk her way out of that one.

			“Why were you sitting in on that meeting?”

			“I wasn’t. I told Gabe the news about the Hong Kong acquisition. He introduced me to his friends.”

			“I don’t want you associating with those people,” her father commanded.

			Excuse me? “And why not?”

			“They’re a group of degenerates,” he said dismissively. “You have no idea what sorts of business they do.”

			“They’re nice. Gabe was just introducing me.”

			“They’re his clients. But I don’t care for the association with them. Gabe’s a hell of a lawyer, and he brings in a lot of money. Money from them. But I don’t have to like it. I’ve worked to shut them down for years, without success. They have a lot of powerful connections. But they’re smut peddlers.”

			Ellie shook her head at the unfairness of her father’s tirade. “Their money is good enough for you, but you think they’re degenerates and want to shut them down?”

			“Don’t be smart, Ellie. I don’t want you to be seen with them—especially not here. Are we clear?”

			“You can’t tell me who I will or will not associate with.” She paused. “Are we clear?”

			Charles looked like his head might explode. Anger turned his complexion a bright red, and she was willing to bet that no one had spoken to Charles Burnham like that. “I want to have a relationship with you, but I’m a grown woman, and you don’t get to dictate my life to me.” Holding her head high, she brushed past him and headed out of the office.

			Ellie could barely breathe as she walked away. The scene with Charles reminded her that even though she was his daughter, that Gabe was one of his favorite associates, it didn’t matter. If he found out about what had happened between her and Gabe, they would both be ruined.

			She didn’t get far before Gabe stopped her farther down the hallway. He must have seen the emotion on her face, because he frowned. “Ellie, what’s wrong? What happened with your father?”

			“Nothing,” she told him, unsure of how to tell him what her father had said.

			“I’m fine,” she said, trying to move past him.

			“Where are you going?”

			“I have work to do.”

			Gabe moved in close to her, blocking her way. “Ellie, tell me. What happened? If he said something to you—”

			“It’s nothing,” she insisted. “I have to go. I still have to look up those property deeds for you, and that’s on top of a dozen other things. I’ll bet you have the same.”

			Gabe nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s time to work.”

			 

			The dust in the oldest section of the Burnham law library made Ellie sneeze. She had been sent down there by Gabe to look up some old property deeds for land on Las Vegas Boulevard, but she hadn’t realized that no one had been down there in probably fifteen years, or she might have taken some allergy medication. For the first time in the whole afternoon, she heard the heavy oak door open and close, and footsteps got closer to where she was seated. Some other poor sap had been sent down to do some research, she assumed.

			“Thought you could use some coffee.” She was surprised to hear Gabe come up behind her, startling her. He placed a coffee cup on the table.

			“Thanks.”

			“I also wanted to make sure everything is okay. You were acting a little strange earlier.”

			“Yeah, it’s just the conversation I had with my father.”

			“It was about my friends, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I know he doesn’t like them, and he’s led campaigns against the businesses.”

			“Why do you work for him, especially since he has a vendetta against your businesses?”

			“As a group we decided it was still best for me to work here, especially on my partner track.” Gabe sipped his coffee. “But enough about me. How is the workload? I haven’t been too hard on you with this task, have I?”

			“No, not at all. This is what I want. I don’t want to be seen as someone who’s here because of her father. I want to be treated like everyone else.”

			He took a seat across the table from her. “Want some help?” he asked. The golden halo of light surrounded him and he looked devastatingly sexy. She felt her desire rise. God, Ellie couldn’t control her hormones around the man at all.

			“I’ve got the work under control. But there’s something else I could use your help with.”

			“Yeah? And what’s that.”

			“I think I’m in need of a little stress reduction.”

			He smiled, but knew exactly where she was going with it. He laughed and pushed the books aside, and stood, moving around the table to sit her on it in front of him and hike her skirt up. She spread her legs. “How about you put that smart-ass mouth of yours to some good use.”

			“What? Right here?” he asked.

			“Scared?”

			“Of you?”

			“Of losing control. Doing something wild.”

			“Never.”

			He kissed her, standing between her spread knees. She could tell he was game, but something made her pull back.

			“Are there any cameras or anything down here?”

			“No, nobody comes down here, as you can probably tell.”

			She hadn’t seen another soul come down in all of the time she’d spent there. “Are you sure?”

			“If I didn’t know better, Ellie, I’d say you were all talk.” He put his hand under her skirt and stroked her through her panties. She leaned against him and moaned. “How’s this?” he asked.

			“I don’t want you to stop, but I need you right now. Hurry.”

			“You got it.” His grin was cocky and satisfied, and he moved in and kissed her with a fierceness that she’d come to associate with Gabe and the passion with which he did everything.

			His tongue traced her lips, before diving inside her mouth and brushing against her tongue, in a dance more like a duel. Her panties now gone, Gabe dropped his hand to her center and circled her clit with his fingertips. He inserted two fingers and continued his work. And Ellie shuddered against him, her body completely sensitized. Helpless to anything but climbing higher, she braced her hands behind her on the table, leaned back farther, as his fingers brought her closer and closer to heaven. She was close, her breathing became short, and she squeezed her eyes shut, but still saw the blinding white light as she came, her screams echoing against empty stacks of the library. She fell back on the table, and she was barely able to catch her breath, watching him through hooded eyes, as he unzipped his pants and withdrew his dick. She couldn’t take her now alert eyes off him as he handled himself, giving himself a few lazy pumps, as he leaned over her.

			“Ready for more?” he whispered, leaning over her, before placing a kiss on her lips with a grin. He reached into his back pocket for his wallet, and took out a condom. He quickly covered himself.

			She shrieked when he gripped the backs of her thighs and yanked them, lining her up with the edge of the table, and entering her with a loud groan. He pulled back and then thrust back into her again. Several more thrusts, and she could feel the desire inside her coil tighter once again, as he stoked another fiery bout of passion within her. She reached for him, but she was too far away from where he stood, so she sat up and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, unable to concentrate on anything but kissing him.

			The position, and the public nature of the encounter, reminded her of their first night together, the night they’d met. In the Ferris wheel, overlooking Las Vegas Boulevard. It had been only a short time since then, but how things had changed. They’d been strangers that night. They’d gotten drunk, and then married. Gabe was now more to her than a sexy stranger. She’d learned many of his intimate secrets, and she wanted to know more. She wanted to know everything about Gabe.

			Their eyes connected, and something passed between them. A flash of closeness. She knew Gabe felt it, too, but he buried his face in the crook between her neck and shoulder, as he pumped into her several more times before she felt his body stiffen in her arms, and he came with a harsh grunt against her skin. She felt a clutch in her chest as Gabe held her close. If she wasn’t careful, she could see herself falling in love with Gabe.

			It’s already too late. The thought scared her, especially when it was followed by his words from just a short time ago. It’s only temporary. With their hearing date quickly approaching, she felt a small hollow grow in her chest. Each time with Gabe was more outrageous and more exciting than the last, and she wasn’t sure how she could go to just being colleagues once the ink dried on their annulment.

			When their breaths quieted, she was certain she could hear the pounding of their hearts echoing off the dusty stacks of the law library, and she was brought back to where they were—the very public basement floor of their law office. The heavy slam of the door made them both jump.

			“Oh my God.” Ellie scrambled down from the table, straightening her skirt. “Did someone see us?”

			“No, it must have been something else,” he said. But his worried frown told her that he didn’t think that. “We would have heard them come in.”

			“Would we? I’m going to be honest, I was only paying attention to you.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” he told her, rubbing her back. “It’s fine. No one saw us.”

			Ellie wished that she could believe that.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			GABE WAS EXHAUSTED when he took a seat at the one empty chair left for him at the table at Thalia. He was meeting the rest of the Brotherhood for dinner. He’d spent most of the night up with Ellie, and then after she drifted off, sprawled across his chest, sleep had eluded him.

			He’d discovered that day that the board would be voting tomorrow for either he or Ian to be the new partner at Burnham & Associates. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. Only a stupidly cocky man would consider it a sure thing. He’d been a ball of tension all day.

			“Where’s Ellie?” Alana asked, when Gabe took his seat. He could hear the annoyance in her tone. What was her problem with Ellie?

			“Working.”

			“Typical,” Alex said with a laugh. “You go out for dinner and get the juniors to do your work.”

			“So, the annulment papers must be close to being signed?”

			“We have our hearing in a week.”

			“That’s a long time,” she muttered into her glass, before taking a drink.

			“What’s your problem, Lana? I’m getting really sick of your attitude about all of this. What’s your problem with Ellie?”

			“I don’t have a problem with Ellie. But do you want to talk about what I’m sick of? You—all of you—risking everything we’ve built here. You married a stranger without thinking about the businesses, or any of us, or how much we could have lost.”

			“Ellie isn’t after our money.”

			“How do you know that? You don’t even know her. You drank a couple of bottles of champagne and then took her to the chapel.”

			“Alana, hold on—”

			“No. I’m not done.” She slapped her hand down on the table. “For the past few years, I’ve watched you all do it. Brett almost ruined Collins/Fisher initiating a takeover to get Rebecca to notice him.”

			“Hey!” Brett protested.

			“Raf scuttled the election because of Jessica, and Alex almost destroyed the group to be with Maria. Don’t get me wrong, I love those women like sisters,” she said. “But pardon me, Gabe, for worrying that you’re thinking with your dick here.”

			Gabe fumed. “I’m not thinking with my dick, Lana. I made a mistake, and I’ve dealt with it.”

			The rest of the group stayed silent, knowing it was better to let them work out whatever was going on between them. “You’re still sleeping with her! You call that dealing with it? You should have just cut and run.”

			“What is this about? Are you jealous? Are you afraid that I’ll end up staying married to Ellie, and we’ll live happily ever after, and then you’ll be left out in the cold alone?”

			She gasped, and the stunned silence at the table told Gabe that he’d gone too far. “I’m sorry, Lana—”

			“Don’t,” she said, slamming her glass down on the table. “You know what? I’m going to go. I’ve got work to do at the club tonight. Somebody has to.”

			They all watched her leave. It was more than thirty seconds—that felt like minutes—before anyone spoke.

			“What the hell was that?” Gabe asked. He and Alana had never fought like that.

			“Something she’s been holding on to for a while, I guess,” Brett said.

			“She’s wrong,” Rafael told him.

			“No, she’s right,” Alex announced. “But not for the reason she thinks.”

			“What?” Gabe asked.

			“Do you love Ellie?” he asked outright.

			Gabe didn’t answer. Didn’t know how to answer.

			“Your silence speaks volumes, man.”

			“We all took huge risks when it came to the women we loved. Could have lost everything. But we didn’t.”

			“Love is about taking risks, being stupid,” Brett said.

			“That’s ridiculous,” Gabe said.

			“Exactly.”

			“I think Alana’s just upset that for so long you two have served as the coalition of reason in this group when the rest of us fucked up. Don’t worry about it. She’ll get over it eventually.”

			Gabe nodded, but he watched the door Alana had vacated. He hoped so. But he wasn’t so sure.

			 

			With one hand on the wheel, and the other drumming impatiently on the console—a habit she knew she’d picked up from Gabe—Ellie pulled up the driveway to her father’s house.

			The more time she spent with Charles Burnham, the more she wondered if building a relationship was even worth it. They hadn’t had a conversation since the day he’d caught her chatting with Gabe’s friends. He’d been rude, controlling, and she’d walked out on him. He hadn’t spoken to her at work the day before. She wondered why he would call her to meet him for dinner. What could they possibly have to talk about? But she wanted to try, if only to say she made the attempt.

			She parked her car and walked to the front door of her father’s house. She knocked on the door, and he opened it quickly, as if he’d been waiting for her on the other side. “Ellie,” he said with a smile, drawing her in for a hug. “Thanks for coming.”

			“Hi, Dad. Thanks for having me over.”

			He led her through his home, bringing her to the formal dining room. “Please have a seat. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. Want a drink?”

			“Water is fine.”

			He poured her a glass from the crystal pitcher on the table and handed it to her. “Ellie, I would like to apologize for the way I spoke to you in my office the other day. It was uncalled for.”

			She nodded, surprised that he’d even apologized. She had a feeling that it didn’t happen very often. “Thank you. It was inappropriate. Why did you not want me to meet Gabe’s friends?”

			“The entire city might have been won over by that group. But I’m not so easily swayed. They make their money in lascivious ways—even by Las Vegas standards.”

			“You’re talking about Di Terrestres?”

			“And that hotel they own, and God knows what else they’re into.”

			“They’re clients of your law firm,” Ellie reminded him.

			“I know. But if they didn’t bring in so much money, they wouldn’t be.”

			“They were very nice to me, more welcoming than almost anyone else has been since I’ve arrived in Vegas.”

			Her father’s cook chose that moment to come into the room with their dinner. They sat back and she placed their plates in front of them. When they were alone, he took a bite of his steak and turned back to her. “I just don’t want you falling in with a bad crowd again, like before.”

			“Like before? Goddammit, I was a teenager. I’m an adult now. I’m not the same person I was back then.”

			“A leopard can’t always change their spots that easily.”

			She gaped at her father. “Unbelievable. Sure, I was a mess. I made a lot of stupid mistakes and you helped me out. I cleaned up my act, I went to college, I pay my bills, I got a job.”

			“At my law firm,” he needlessly reminded her. “And I don’t need any more of the embarrassment that you caused me when you were younger. I’ll ask you to not get involved with those people, not while you’re representing me or my firm.”

			Something in her father’s words rubbed her the wrong way. Her skin crawled, and she wanted nothing more than to leave and go to Gabe, fall into his bed, his arms, and spend the rest of her life wrapped up in him. “Is this why you invited me here today?”

			“No, I thought we could have a nice meal together without you acting like a child.”

			“And you think this is a nice meal?” she asked. She couldn’t stand to look the man. She didn’t know why she bothered. Sure, he had paid for her education, had given her a job. But that didn’t mean the old asshole owned her. She stood. “You know, thanks for the invite, but I’m leaving.”

			“Ellie, stop being so dramatic. Sit down and eat your food.”

			“Pardon me if I don’t feel so hungry anymore,” she said, throwing her napkin on the table and walking out of the room, leaving her food untouched.

			 

			Back in her car, Ellie blinked back tears of frustration and disappointment. If Charles thought that she was such an embarrassment, then why did he invite her back into his life? Why had he given her the impression that he was at all interested in starting over with her? Was it all just so he could control her?

			She started to drive with no destination in mind. But she knew that there was only one person she wanted to see. Gabe.

			Pushing a button on her dashboard, she called him. He answered after only one ring. “Ellie, hey,” he said. As his smooth voice filled the interior of her car, she could picture his lazy smile as he said her name. She closed her eyes, savoring the sound of her name on his lips. Only a couple of weeks had passed since she’d met him, but already she was starting to feel as if she couldn’t live without him. She didn’t know if it was love, but at this time in her life, she needed him. His presence reassured her.

			“Hey,” she responded, so filled with relief at hearing him say her name, she tried to keep her voice from cracking.

			He must have heard the emotion that she’d tried to cover. “Are you okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” she said, shaking her head, knowing he couldn’t see her. “I just want to see you. Are you busy?”

			“Never too busy for you. Where do you want me?”

			“Can you meet me at Di Terrestres?”

			“Ellie, you don’t sound good. Where are you? Let me come to you.”

			“Meet me at the club,” she insisted.

			“Okay. I can be there in,” he paused and she pictured him consulting his expensive watch, “fifteen minutes. I’ve put you on the list, so you can just go on inside.”

			“See you there.”

			Ellie disconnected the call and drove straight to the downtown building that housed Di Terrestres. While a valet parked her car, she walked to the door. Gabe had been right; the doorman let her on inside. She saw Alana, speaking with some of the servers. When the other woman looked up, she waved and made her way over to her.

			“Ellie, hello,” she said. “What brings you by?”

			“I’m meeting Gabe here.”

			“It’s only seven. Pretty early for him to come by.”

			Ellie shrugged. “Yes, I needed to see him.”

			Alana smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Ellie could hold her own, but next to Alana’s critical gaze, she felt like a small child. “Can I get you a drink?”

			“Yeah, sure.” After her ill-fated dinner with her father, and now whatever was causing her chilly reception with Gabe’s closest friend, Ellie needed a little fortification. They took a seat at a nearby table and a server came by to take their order.

			Alana was quiet for a moment, before she pursed her lips and then spoke. “So, you and Gabe...?”

			“Yes?”

			“You’re still married.” It was a statement, not a question.

			“Yeah, we are. Unfortunately, an annulment in Nevada isn’t as cut-and-dried as one would think. We’re still technically married for at least the next two weeks. We have a hearing with a judge, and he’ll decide if an annulment is appropriate in our case.”

			“Is that what you want? An annulment?” When Ellie didn’t respond, Alana went on with a good-natured smile. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

			“I think you did mean to pry. Because why else would you ask such a personal question?”

			Alana smiled. “You’re right. I am prying. It’s just that this is all so weird. Gabe. Married. I just don’t understand, and for once he won’t talk to me about it.”

			“What are you asking? If I want to stay married to him?”

			“Gabe is my closest friend. I want to know what’s in it for you? I need to know that you aren’t just screwing with him to get at his money, or to get back at your daddy for some reason. I need to know he won’t be caught in the cross fire if you have any nefarious plans.”

			“Are you worried about him, or his career track?”

			“Of course, I’m worried about him.”

			Ellie sat back and looked at Alana, simultaneously surprised and impressed that Alana asked the question. “I’m not using him. I don’t know Gabe well, but I really like him.” She wouldn’t reveal to Alana that she was in love with Gabe. “We’re having fun together. But I assure you, it’s only temporary.”

			Alana nodded, and inspected her cuticles. Ellie could see the woman was an impressive, intimidating figure. “That’s good. Because if you hurt him, I’ll hurt you.”

			“You don’t have to worry about me,” Ellie said. “I won’t hurt him.”

			“Good.”

			Ellie talked a big game about wanting her father’s approval and forging a relationship with him. But Alana had made her realize something. Was being with Gabe her way of sticking it to dear old Daddy? Her heart broke in two when she realized that maybe Alana was right about her. Maybe she was going to hurt Gabe.

			 

			It wasn’t hard to find Ellie once he entered Di Terrestres. She was sitting at a table with Alana and it looked like the women were engaged in a serious conversation. He frowned, and wondered what Alana could be saying to Ellie. They hadn’t left on the best of terms at their last meeting, and he hadn’t spoken to her since. He’d seen men crumble under Alana’s examination, and he knew that Ellie was tough, but he hoped she was faring well.

			He jogged over to them. “Ladies,” he said, more alerting them to his presence than greeting them. He could tell that the air between them was tense. “Everything okay?”

			“Everything is fine,” Alana told him, her voice still cool to him.

			He turned to Ellie for confirmation. She nodded. “It’s fine.” She stood and wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, her lips parting for him immediately.

			Her mouth was warm, wet, willing—full of promise. As his tongue lapped around hers, his arms encircled her waist, and he pulled her closer to him.

			Oblivious to Alana, he kissed her without restraint; his hands cupped her ass and she pushed against him and his already hard dick.

			“Let’s go downstairs,” she whispered to him.

			He nodded and searched her face. Whatever had been bothering her when she called him had seemed to evaporate. But there was something dark and wild in her eyes.

			When she picked up her purse, he looked again to Alana who gave him a curious shrug. He wondered what was going on behind her unwavering eyes. But he could get to the bottom of it later. For now, he had Ellie, and he needed her. “We’ll talk later?” he asked her.

			“Yeah, sure,” she said with another shrug. He took one last look at Alana, and wondered what was on her mind, but he couldn’t pay that any mind, as he watched Ellie head across the floor to the downstairs.

			“We can get a private room upstairs,” he told her when they got to the landing of the staircase.

			“Why would we do that?” she asked, pulling him downstairs.

			Gabe frowned; something strange was happening with Ellie. But he’d be damned if he knew what. Then he remembered. “You met with your father today. Did something happen?”

			“No. Nothing that matters or is any sort of surprise.”

			He stopped. “Ellie, what are we doing here? What happened?”

			She turned, and he could see the wildness in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“You’re acting so strangely.”

			“I’m acting like me. This is the real me.” She leaned in close, and ran the point of her tongue across his lips. “Don’t you want to be with the real Ellie?”

			He couldn’t argue with her. He wanted Ellie any which way he could have her. “What do you have in mind?”

			“Nothing. I haven’t been thinking. But that’s what I want. Wild, uninhibited.”

			“It’s always wild between us. No matter where we are.”

			“Exactly.”

			He watched as Ellie took in the room, searching for inspiration. In a place like Di Terrestres, she could have anything she craved, but when her eyes returned to Gabe, he saw that he was what she wanted.

			The people in the room moved around them, as they looked in each other’s eyes. Gabe raised his hand and rested it on her shoulder, and then trailed his fingers back down her arm. Her skin was smooth and so soft, he could have spent the night caressing her. Gabe’s hands rested on her waist, and surprising her, he lifted her. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her ankles locking behind him.

			Ellie giggled against his mouth before his lips took hers in a kiss.

			“Where do you want me to fuck you?” he said, his voice hungry. For her. But it didn’t matter to her what they did, where they went, as long as Ellie was with him.

			She pulled back from him, and twined her fingers through his hair. He saw the change in her demeanor. She’d softened. The change gave him whiplash. “I think I’ve changed my mind.” She frowned and looked around the room. “Why don’t you take me home instead? I want you in your bed.”

			“I’d love to.” Gabe released her, unsure of what was happening to Ellie inside. But they could talk when they got home. “Are you sure you’re okay? You can tell me, you know.”

			“I’m okay,” she insisted. “Let’s go.”

			They walked upstairs together. When they reached the top, he saw Ian Smith standing across the room, watching them with a cocky smirk on his face that Gabe wanted to smack off.

			“Just give me a minute,” he told her. “There’s someone I want to talk to.”

			“Yeah, sure. Is everything okay?”

			“Everything is fine,” he assured her. Not sure if he believed it himself. “I’ll be right back.”

			“Okay. Just don’t be long.”

			He frowned as he walked toward Ian. Gabe knew he didn’t have a membership at Di Terrestres. In fact, Gabe was certain the man’s clients would also be downright scandalized to see him there.

			“Gabe, how are you?”

			His grin was slick. “Fantastic, and yourself?”

			“Very good.” Done with the social contract that told him to be civil with his foe, Gabe got to the point. “Strange seeing you here.”

			“Yeah, I came with a friend. Quite the place isn’t it?”

			“It is.”

			“Is that Ellie Carrington over there?” He pointed to where Ellie stood. “Burnham’s daughter.”

			“Gabe, are you ready to go?” Ellie asked, coming over. It was apparent to Gabe that she hadn’t seen Ian over Gabe’s height, because her face blanched and her eyes widened when she saw the man.

			But Ian saw her. “You’re here together?”

			“Yeah, I’ve just been showing Ellie around Vegas.”

			“And you bring her to a sex club? I wonder what Charles would have to say about that? Or what it would do to your chances of making partner.”

			Gabe chuckled. “You son of a bitch. You wouldn’t dare.”

			“Wouldn’t I?”

			Gabe chuckled. “You go right ahead, if you think you aren’t talented enough to beat me in a fair fight? I knew it. You were always jealous of me.”

			“Is that so? Well now you can be jealous when Charles makes me partner.”

			“You’d better get the fuck out of here, Ian.”

			“Or what?”

			“Or you won’t make it to see partner.” Blocking Ellie from his view, Gabe stood tall and faced him. He wasn’t afraid of Ian, or what he would do to him. Gabe was a better lawyer, he brought in more money, people liked him. He wasn’t afraid for himself, but the man could cripple Ellie’s career before it even got started.

			“Sounds like a threat, Foster.”

			“It’s more than a threat. It’s a promise.”

			The plainclothes security officers that Gabe recognized must have sensed the brewing trouble and converged on their small group without interrupting or becoming obvious to the rest of the patrons.

			“Everything okay, Mr. Foster?” one asked.

			“Yeah, it’s fine. I was just telling Mr. Smith where the exit is.”

			“I’m leaving. But wouldn’t Charles be interested to know his darling daughter is here with his associate.”

			“Get the fuck out of here.” Gabe shoved Ian’s shoulder. Security swarmed them, and covertly pulled Ian away.

			“Ellie, I’ll be in touch,” he said.

			“You’ll stay the fuck away from her.”

			Ellie grabbed Gabe’s hand. “Oh my God. He’s going to tell everyone that we were together.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Gabe assured her. “I’ll deal with it.”

			He turned back to Ellie, giving her his full attention. But she looked distracted, worried. “You okay?”

			“Can you just take me home?”

			“Yours?” he asked.

			“No. Yours.”

			Home. More and more, he liked the idea of it being their home. Their annulment hadn’t yet been finalized, and even though he knew the day was quickly approaching, part of him didn’t want it to come. Their arrangement would end and they would just go back to being colleagues. He’d be her mentor, and that would be it. They’d given themselves this grace period to have sex—it was supposed to be purely physical, but now that it was nearing the end, Gabe wasn’t looking forward to it. He didn’t know if he could go back to life before Ellie.

			 

			Gabe unlocked the door to his house, and moved aside so Ellie could enter ahead of him. They walked in, and Ellie dropped her purse on the mostly decorative table by the door—just as was becoming her habit. The simple act smacked of domesticity, as the more he looked around he could see signs of her. Her things had begun to clutter his space. He’d never had a woman stay at his home. It warmed him, but also scared him a little.

			He’d never imagined himself getting married, but whether it was traditional or not, Ellie was his wife. At least for now.

			“Are you worried about Ian?” she asked, uttering his name for the first time since leaving the club.

			“No,” Gabe lied. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Ian now held a power over Gabe. Gave him leverage. “I don’t want to talk about him now.”

			Ellie turned on her heel to face him. “What do you want to do?”

			Gabe all but growled, and went to her, shucking his suit jacket and his shoes, phone, glasses on the way, caring not how or where they landed, or about the crunch that followed his phone hitting the tile floor, the glass and plastic splintering into pieces.

			“I think you’re going to need another phone,” she told him with a laugh.

			“I don’t care about that right now.” Gabe cupped her face and drew her to him in yet another blistering kiss. But this one was without the ferocity that had come with each of the previous kisses. There was no hurry, no urgency this time. He took his time kissing her, until he stooped and picked her up, and brought her up the stairs to his bedroom.

			Still carrying her, Gabe knelt on the mattress, and laid her in the center of the king-size bed.

			He went back to kissing her. This time, his lips traveled over her jaw, down her neck and over her shoulder. He pushed the strap of her dress aside, and kissed her.

			“Gabe, I want you now. Quicker.”

			“I don’t think so,” he told her, his lips grinning against her skin. “I’ve got you here, and tonight I’m finally going to take my time with you.”

			“I don’t know if I can take it any longer,” she told him.

			Gabe put his hand on her knee and pushed up her thigh. “I haven’t even started yet.” His hand tangled in the material of her dress, and he groaned. “But first I have to get rid of this dress.” He grasped her waist and surprised her by raising her up. He reached behind her, lowered the zipper and then peeled her dress down her body.

			“God, you’re beautiful.” She looked in his eyes, and believed every word. “All I could think about tonight was taking this dress off you, revealing your amazing body, all this smooth skin, inch by inch.”

			He laid her back flat and settled between her thighs. He loosened the cuffs on his shirt, removed his watch, and she watched, riveted, as he unbuttoned his shirt and threw it on the floor. He covered her again—chest to chest, bare skin against bare skin. God, Gabe was amazing. She could feel his hard dick against her stomach as he kissed her again. He trailed down her body, stopping to play with her nipples, each kiss, tug, lick sending zings of pleasure throughout her body.

			He licked his way down her midsection, taking a moment to dip into her belly button, before going farther south. His mouth landed on her, and he licked up her seam, before plunging his tongue into her. His lips and tongue played at her clit—bringing her higher and higher, until she came, pushing herself shamelessly into his face.

			“Gabe, now. Please!”

			He moved away from her and reached into his bedside table, pulling out a condom. He shucked his pants. He rolled the latex over himself and then settled over her. He entered her in one solid, fluid thrust. He buried his face in her hair, and she heard his rough exhale. He pulled back his hips and thrust inside of her again. He kept a steady pace. His rhythm brought her to climax once again. Her hips rose to meet his thrusts, and she came a second time, just as she felt Gabe stiffen above her, before his body loosened and he came.

			Once their breaths returned to normal, he rolled away from her and pulled her over on top of him. Ellie felt so right, fitting perfectly against his body.

			She hummed as he trailed his fingers up and down her back, and lightly placed kisses on his chest. “What do you want to do now?” she asked him.

			“How do you feel about a soak in my tub?”

			She sighed against him. “Sounds wonderful.”

			“Come on,” he said, picking her up and slinging her over his shoulder, and walking with her into his master bath. She giggled as he quickly turned into his bathroom, depositing her on her feet on the ceramic floor.

			While he turned on the hot water, Ellie busied herself looking around in the cabinet beside the mirror. “Hey, nosy,” he called to her.

			“I’m your wife, aren’t I? Shouldn’t I be allowed to look in your medicine cabinet? Unless I’m going to find something weird.”

			“Nothing too weird,” he assured her, as she picked through his skin care products.

			She laughed. “It’s like you live in a Sephora over here.”

			“What are you talking about?” he asked, turning around.

			“Double cleanser, toner, moisturizer with sunblock. Serum?” she read through the labels on the narrow shelf.

			He walked over to her and framed her face with his hands. “Listen, none of this is an accident. I’ve got to look after my skin.”

			“I only use makeup remover and a night cream.”

			“That’s because you’re twenty-four and haven’t spent your life in the harsh desert. Wait until you’re old and grizzled like me.”

			Ellie turned around and faced him. She reached up and smoothed her palm over his cheek. “Hmm... Not so grizzled.”

			He reached behind her. “That’s because of the serum,” he said, pouring some bubble bath into the tub under the water. And that was why he liked—loved?—Ellie. It wasn’t just the sex, although that was incredible. She was smart, funny, tough. But there was more to her—to them. They had fun together. They laughed. And that was something he’d never shared with a lover. No matter what Ian said to Charles, no matter what the consequences for him, being with her was worth it.

			She looked at his reflection in the mirror without turning around, frowning as she studied him.

			“What?”

			“Were you ever young, Gabe?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Were you ever young and stupid, impulsive?”

			He wondered where the line of questioning had come from. If it had anything to do with her father, or her small outburst in the club earlier, and he recalled the story she’d told him about her turbulent younger years. “Like you, you mean?”

			“Nothing that extreme. But you’re just so serious all the time. When was the last time you let your hair down?” She reached up and ran her fingers through his golden waves, disheveling his hair.

			Hardly ever. He stood from the tub and folded his arms as he faced her with a playful smile. “Need I remind you that I co-own an erotic club?”

			“When was the last time you got out of your bubble? Sure, you own a sex club, drive a Harley, you own a piano you won’t play, but you’re still very buttoned-down. It’s all a front. You’re so stiff. You still haven’t been able to cut loose.”

			“Haven’t you spent your entire adult life trying to erase your wilder days from memories?”

			“Yeah, but at least I’m able to say that I made those mistakes, and learned from them. You’ve always been so sensible and in control. Me losing control as a teenager was self-destructive. You losing control can be freeing.”

			“I seem to remember a wild weekend where I almost drowned in champagne, a beautiful woman and telling a pretty decent Elvis impersonator that I wanted her as my wife.”

			“Hmm, yeah, that was you, wasn’t it?”

			“But maybe I was helpless under your extremely bad influence.”

			“You’re saying this was my fault?”

			“You know I don’t remember, but either way, I’m glad it happened.”

			“Me, too.”

			He turned and saw that the tub had filled. “Let’s get in,” he suggested, as he helped her into the bathtub before settling in behind her.

			Leaning back, with Ellie at his chest, he ignored the way his cock stiffened in response to the warm naked body pressed against him, and he leaned his head back and breathed a sigh of relief. He’d never had an appreciation for the tub before. Having only used it after a few stressful days at the office, or a vigorously intense workout, sharing it with Ellie was an experience unto itself.

			They lay quietly for a moment, but Gabe couldn’t fully shut off his brain. “Do you want to tell me about your dinner with your father?”

			She stiffened against him. “Not really.”

			“It couldn’t have been that bad.”

			“He told me to stay away from you and your friends.”

			That surprised Gabe. Charles had been one of his biggest champions during his career. “Why?”

			“Your friends, because he thinks they could be my gateway back into debauchery. Like I’m the same person I was back then.”

			“You know what? I’ll bet you were an amazing person back then, too. He was just too much of an old, conservative asshole to see it. Why does he want you to stay away from me?”

			“Because he doesn’t want me to destroy your future like I’d almost done my own. I’m a bad influence.”

			Gabe tightened his arms around Ellie. He regretted the line he’d teasingly said earlier that she was a bad influence. He couldn’t begin to imagine how much hearing those words could have hurt her. And he understood why she’d acted out earlier. Her mother and father had really done a job on her. “Jesus, Ellie,” he whispered against the top of her head, before placing a kiss there. “I’m sorry. I had no idea how cruel he could be.”

			“It’s okay. It isn’t anything I’m not used to from him. You know, I’d leave and forget he ever existed if I didn’t need the job.”

			“You graduated from a good school. You can get a job anywhere.”

			“Please. I already know how small Vegas is. If I leave the firm, people are going to know why. Not to mention that it’s pretty easy to use Google, and I know my name brings up some pretty interesting headlines.”

			“You can stay here. I can take care of you,” he told her.

			“What? You want to cancel the annulment, have me here as your happy housewife, making sure I meet you every day at the door with a martini and a pot roast in the oven?”

			Gabe didn’t think that would be so bad, but he didn’t push it.

			“I’ve worked too hard to get where I am. I want to keep the job. Even though my father paid for my education, I’ll never say I wished he didn’t. I’ve got a promising career. I can’t turn my back on that. You know that. It’s the same reason you won’t leave it either.”

			Gabe had no response to that, so all he could do was wrap his arms around her. And he held her close, neither of them talking, until the water cooled.

			In the silence, with his eyes closed, Gabe felt himself begin to drift off into sleep. He shifted, needing to get them out of the chilled water before he fell asleep. “Ready to get out?” he asked her.

			“Yeah, I was waiting for you to wake up,” she told him with a laugh.

			“I wasn’t asleep,” he told her. He was sure he’d only drifted off for a minute—tops.

			“Oh really? You normally snore when you’re awake?” She stood and he watched the rivulets of water roll down her body. Maybe she was right, and he had napped. He was reinvigorated, his energy rising, along with his dick as he watched her step gingerly from the tub.

			He followed her out and grabbed a fluffy towel. He stood behind her and drew the towel over her body, soaking up the water, following it with his lips. Her warm, damp skin was smooth under his mouth, and he kissed, licked, tasted his way across her shoulder blades. She turned in his arms and encircled his neck with her own. She kissed his mouth, and as he kissed her back, he could feel himself, naked chest to naked chest, melt into her. Kissing had always felt like a precursor to the more fun elements of sex, but kissing Ellie was different. He’d never felt anything so good or pure. He could have stood there kissing her all night.

			Her body shifted, reminding him of his hard cock that stood straight up between them. Keeping his mouth fastened on hers, his tongue entwined with hers, Gabe lifted Ellie, and she wrapped her legs tightly around his middle. He made the short trip to his bed and lowered her into the center of his king-size mattress.

			He followed her down and settled on top of her, between her knees. But soon, Ellie took over, and pushed him over to lie on the bed. On top, with her thighs straddling his hips, she stroked him, gripped him.

			Gabe groaned his approval and let himself relax and enjoy her touch. But when she rose above him and slid her sweet, hot pussy against his dick, he thought he might explode.

			“Fuck, Ell,” he muttered through clenched teeth.

			“You like that?” she asked. He saw the wicked smile that played on her lips. She was enjoying torturing him.

			“I’d like it a lot better if you would just lie back and let me do my job.”

			“Your job is to just lie there,” she told him. “Tonight, you’re mine.” She continued grinding on his dick. Her moans and quick breath told him that she was enjoying herself.

			“I’m always yours,” he whispered.

			She stopped moving at his declaration. He opened his eyes and saw her watching him. He didn’t know if he’d scared her. He regretted saying anything. He cursed his own stupidity and lack of control where she was involved.

			She didn’t say anything, but she raised up above him, took him in her hand, and lined him up with her opening. She started to lower herself. He was already inside of her, albeit just an inch, when he put his hands on her hips, stilling her movement.

			“Ellie, wait.”

			“What?”

			“A condom,” he told her, nodding to the top drawer in the bedside table.

			“No,” she whispered back.

			“What?”

			“I don’t want one. I want to feel you.”

			Gabe’s restraint was razor-thin. He’d never had sex without protection, and as a sexually active young man, he underwent testing every few months. “Are you sure?”

			“I’m on birth control, but besides that, I was tested a short time ago. I’m clean. Unless you have something to tell me.”

			“Not a thing,” he assured her.

			As Ellie lowered herself onto him, he arched his back off the mattress at the feeling of filling her with nothing between them.

			Fully seated on him, she stilled and moaned. “Jesus, Ellie. If you don’t move, I might die.”

			Her laugh was throaty and full of passion. She lifted and lowered herself, and then repeated her motion, riding him.

			Not using a condom was a risky move, but as Ellie moved over him, he watched the spot where they connected. Gabe realized that he would risk everything—his career, his friends, his future, his life—for this woman. His Ellie.

			He gripped her hips and slid his thumb to her clit, and rubbed her with small, gentle circles until her breath quickened and her movements became more frenzied. And when she came, her internal muscles clamped and squeezed him. It was all he needed to follow her over the edge. He pumped his hips quicker until he was completely spent. She fell over on him, and he could feel her heart beat in time with his.

			“Ellie,” he whispered against the side of her head. He knew what he wanted to say. He loved her. But the words wouldn’t form on his tongue. “Ellie,” he started again. But he couldn’t finish.

			“I know,” she whispered, her lips against his chest. “I know.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			GABE SAT ON the bench behind the keys of his piano. Ellie was asleep upstairs. After making love to her, she’d dozed off immediately, leaving him wide-awake and unable to sleep. His fight with Alana was fresh in his mind, as was his realization that he loved the woman now asleep in his bed. When they’d asked him, he hadn’t responded to his friends, but he believed he was falling in love with her, as inconvenient as it was. They’d agreed to see each other, sleep together until the annulment went through. But the sex between them was so good, and the conversation even better.

			He was tired of the secrecy. Part of him wanted to scream it from the tower at the top of the Stratosphere. He wanted to touch her in public, talk to her, hold her hand, drape his arms around her. But he couldn’t. Not until she was ready. He would wait if she needed him to.

			With each passing day, he found himself growing closer to her. He wanted to know everything about her, and wanted her around him all the time. Gabe had never felt that way about a woman before. He was falling deep. Was it love? How could it be? He’d only known the woman for such a short time. He’d allowed her to get closer to him than anyone else, but love? He had no idea.

			With his forefinger, he stroked the middle C4 key, and then pressed it down, the noise echoing throughout the hallway. He then hit the next key—D—and ran through a scale and back several times, his hands getting used to the movement and pattern on the keys. The instrument was still in tune, despite its misuse. He dived into a tune that he’d played over the years, his fingers moving wildly over the keys, the beat of the music matching that of his heart as he played.

			He looked up, his fingers stopping and clenching into fists. His breath came in short pants from the exertion of playing, when he saw Ellie at the base of the stairs, completely naked, just as he’d left her in bed.

			“Sorry if I woke you.”

			She shook her head. “It’s okay.” She walked slowly toward him, and stood next to the piano. She reached for his scotch tumbler and took a sip. “You’re really good.”

			“Thanks. I feel like I’m a bit rusty. It’s been a while since I played anything.”

			“Why haven’t you played?” she asked, taking a seat next to him on the narrow bench. He wanted her again.

			“I’m just too busy. Work takes up a lot of time. And I started seeing this woman who just demands orgasms whenever she wants.”

			“I’ve been begging to hear you play. You’re amazing.” She gasped. “I’ve got an idea. You told me that Di Terrestres does stage shows, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You should play there.”

			“Play what?”

			She rolled her eyes. “The piano, you idiot.”

			He shook his head. There was no way he would get on a stage and play for the people there. “No.”

			“Come on. Why not? You’re really good.”

			“I’ve never played for anyone before, and I’m not starting there.”

			“What, you’ll walk around naked, have sex in front of these people, but you won’t play a song for them?”

			“It’s different, Ellie.”

			“How?”

			“I don’t know...” he trailed off, as if trying to find the words. “Sex is just sex. But when I sit behind the piano, it’s more. You know? It’s intimate. It’s me, laying myself bare. It’s scary. What if I suck?”

			Ellie laughed. “You try to play the tough guy, but I know that isn’t you. You’re sensitive, creative, talented. What if you do it and you’re incredible? You never know until you try.”

			“I’m not doing it,” he told her, hoping his tone would end the conversation.

			With a sigh, she moved on. “It’s weird. I just look around this place, I look at your lifestyle. Why do you work for my dad? Sure, I know that law earns you a good living, but obviously a lot of your assets come from the Brotherhood.”

			“I like practicing law. It’s what I’m good at. You know my dad was the other founding partner of Burnham & Associates, back when it was known as Burnham & Foster. When he retired, they took his name off, as some sort of weird challenge, like it would be up to me to see the name Foster back on the header.” He shrugged.

			“You know what,” she said. “I think I finally get it.”

			“You get what?”

			“I get you. Why you’re so invested in the firm, and being partner, and why you’re so straitlaced. It’s all about living up to your parents, isn’t it?”

			“You’re right. I guess that’s something we have in common.”

			Not wanting to discuss it any further, he grasped her waist and lifted her so that she sat naked in his lap, her thighs straddling his. Her hot core open to him. He was wearing his briefs, and flexed his hips upward, making her moan at the contact, hoping she’d forget about the conversation. “I don’t really want to talk about that right now.” He punctuated his sentence by thrusting upward again, pressing his hard dick against her clit.

			She moaned again. “But aren’t these the kinds of things that husbands and wives are supposed to talk about?” Her eyes closed, and she ground against him. Her moist heat was exquisite. “Their futures? Their careers? Their dreams?”

			“You’re my dream,” he whispered against her lips.

			He lifted her again, sitting her on the keys in front of him. The notes clattered, clashing against the marble floor. He put her feet on the bench and she was fully opened to him. He could feel her heat, smell her desire, see the glisten of her in the low light. He ran his thumb up her seam, eliciting another moan from her. He brought his thumb to her lips—tasting her juices. “I love how you taste,” he told her in a murmur. I love you, he left unsaid, shocking himself. But he realized it. He was in love with Ellie. It was irrefutable.

			He leaned over her and put his lips against her, closing them over the tight, needy little bud at her crest. He lapped his tongue at her until she was rigid. He knew she was about to come, and he couldn’t wait any longer to have her. He stood and pushed his shorts down. He took himself in his hand and lined his dick up with her, and was inside in one forceful thrust. He withdrew and plunged into her again, and again. Over and over. The noise from the keyboard below her played an off-key tune, but he barely heard it. She felt amazing, flesh on flesh. He felt the fire burn up his spine, and his balls tightened. He came with a harsh shout as his orgasm sapped everything from him, and he collapsed over her in a heap.

			He gave a few more leisurely thrusts, luxuriating in the feel of her.

			Sitting on the bench, he pulled her down so she sat on his lap. “You’re my dream,” he told her again, kissing her on the lips.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			GABE WALKED INTO his office. Waking up with Ellie was quickly becoming the best part of his day. All of the secrecy was starting to get to him. They hadn’t talked about what they would do at the end of their marriage, and their court date was quickly approaching. But neither of them was ready to discuss it. He loved her. He was certain she loved him. But revealing their relationship—if that was something they even wanted to do—was something they needed to be prepared for. The ramifications would be serious. Gabe felt like he was ready. With each passing day, he cared less and less what Charles Burnham would think of their coupling. But he had to wait for Ellie to be ready. There was more at stake for her than just a job. For some reason, Ellie still wanted a relationship with her cold, distant father. Because the more he heard about Charles, the less he liked the man. But he would wait until the moment she was ready, and not a minute before.

			He took a seat at his desk, and was about to start in on his day when Kellen buzzed in. “Ian Smith is here to see you, Gabe.”

			Gabe frowned. He didn’t have a meeting with Ian, and he certainly didn’t want to talk to him socially. He knew it had something to do with their encounter at Di Terrestres. He’d expected it earlier, but he was ready for whatever he had to say. “Send him in.”

			Ian walked into his office. His smirk was slick, and Gabe wanted to punch it off his face.

			“What can I do for you, Ian?”

			He sat across from Gabe. “We can’t have a social visit?”

			“We never have before.”

			“You’re right.” He passed his cell phone between his hands.

			“I just wanted to see how you felt about both of us being up for the partner position. The vote is happening today.”

			“Yes, I’m aware.”

			“And I just wanted to see if you were interested in withdrawing from consideration? Telling Burnham and the other partners that you don’t want it. Then we wouldn’t need to waste everybody’s time with a vote.”

			Gabe laughed. “Why would I do that?”

			“I have some information that you might want to keep covered.”

			Gabe straightened in his chair. Did he know about his ownership stake in Di Terrestres? Have more details about his relationship with Ellie? He tried to play it cool. “And what’s that?”

			“That day, in the law library. I saw you with Burnham’s daughter. I was waiting for the right time to reveal the information. I think that’s today if you don’t do what I want.”

			Gabe tried to hold his panic at bay. “Is that right?”

			“Yeah, it was quite a show you guys put on. That Ellie looks like a pretty decent lay.”

			“Keep her out of this.” Gabe clenched his fists and stood. “And I won’t be blackmailed, especially by someone like you. You should leave,” he warned the other man.

			Ian made no move. “I can assume the old man doesn’t know that you’ve been fucking his daughter. But that’s not all.”

			If Smith exposed Ellie, he had nothing else to lose. “What else you got?”

			“I’ve learned that you’re one of the principle partners of Di Terrestres. The club that Charles Burnham is working so hard to shut down.”

			Gabe tried to not let his feelings show, played it cool. “How do you know that?”

			“There are some good private investigators in this city.”

			“You son of a bitch.”

			“I know your old man used to run this place, but I don’t think he would appreciate your ownership of a sex club. So if I were you, I wouldn’t worry so much about you becoming partner. And of course, when Charles fires you, maybe I’d be down to mentor your girl, myself.” Ian laughed and stood, then walked to the door. Gabe sat for several moments, frozen with the rage that pulsed through him.

			He stalked out of his office and caught up to Ian, who was already in the hallway. So early in the morning, it was already full of his colleagues milling about, socializing, warming up for the day. But Gabe didn’t care about what any of them thought.

			“Ian,” he ground out between clenched teeth. When the man turned to face him, his smirk was the perfect target and Gabe couldn’t resist reacting.

			He reached back and punched Ian with enough force to knock the other man back. When Ian regained his equilibrium, he tackled Gabe, forcing him against the wall, before they took it to the ground. Screams echoed in the halls as the men scuffled on the floor, throwing punches, and Gabe quickly maintained the upper hand, until they were finally separated by some other workers.

			Gabe brushed off the peacemakers. He straightened and wiped his mouth, and his hand came away bloodied. “You son of a bitch,” he muttered to Ian, who was nursing his own wounds. “You stay the fuck away from Ellie.”

			“Gabe, what’s going on?” he heard Ellie cry behind him. He turned and saw her on the edge of the onlookers who’d congregated. She came to him. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” he told her, hoping that he didn’t look as bad as he felt.

			“Hey, Ellie,” Ian called. “Want to nurse me back to health?”

			Gabe made a start for the man again, ready to tear him apart, but he was held back by a couple of his colleagues.

			“Gabe, no!” Ellie’s hands were on his chest, holding him back, and her pleading eyes kept him from pursuing Ian any further.

			“Fine,” he told her. He stared at Ian, who was already looking at him. He knew his career was done, but it didn’t strike him with regret like he thought it would have, when he put his arm around Ellie. “He isn’t worth it.”

			 

			“Who wants to start?” Charles Burnham looked between Gabe and Ian.

			“I’m sorry I embarrassed the firm, sir.” Gabe’s jaw ached, and he knew a bruise was forming on his cheek. When he threw the first punch, he knew he would have to answer to the boss. But he hadn’t cared about that when it came to defending Ellie’s honor from the snake beside him.

			“What was the fight about?”

			Gabe paused, before answering. “It was about Ellie,” he said, with a look at Ian, daring the other man to stay silent. He did.

			“Can I ask what my daughter has to do with anything here?”

			“She’s my wife, sir.” He hadn’t meant to say it, it just came out.

			Gabe could feel the shock coming from both Charles and Ian.

			“Your wife?”

			Gabe nodded.

			“How—You married my daughter, and didn’t tell me.”

			“I know I should have come to you—”

			“You’re goddamn right you should have. But that still doesn’t explain why two of my more promising associates were grappling in my hallway.”

			He heard Ian snicker. “Yeah. Gabe, why did you pull that first punch?”

			Charles made a disgusted sound, and hit the intercom button to his assistant. “Rosa, call Ellie and get her up here immediately.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Ian, get out of here. I need to sort this mess out. I’ll deal with you later.”

			Ian stood and quickly left the office, his head bowed.

			Gabe turned back to his mentor, who looked at him through narrowed, angry eyes.

			 

			Ellie put her hand on the doorknob to her father’s office. She knew that the call would be coming. She entered, and both her father and Gabe watched her. She sat and put her hand on Gabe’s arm in a gesture of support. When her father folded his hands together in front of his face, she knew that he was pissed.

			He cleared his throat. “I’m not sure what’s going on here,” he said, raising an eyebrow at her hand on Gabe’s. “I was told there was a physical fight between two of our most promising attorneys, who are in line to become partner, and I learn that you’re married.”

			Ellie’s mouth dropped and she looked to Gabe.

			“I told him, Ell. I’m sorry.”

			“You’re married? How? When?”

			“It happened a few weeks ago.”

			His mouth dropped. “Weeks,” he said, not a question. “And neither of you thought it was important to tell me.” He was addressing both of them but his gaze fell solely on Ellie.

			“It’s not her fault, sir. I take full responsibility.”

			“Anyone planning on telling me how this happened?”

			“There is no real explanation. We met one night. And we got married. I didn’t know she was your daughter, or that she was working at the firm. I’d just gotten back from Hong Kong. We were on the Strip—”

			Her father sat back in his chair, and he nodded. His eyes were still cold and mean. “Ah, I think I finally understand. I see the old Ellie has finally shown her true colors again. It was only a matter of time.”

			Ellie’s stomach dropped. Her father’s judgment of her hurt. Every move forward they had made had been lost. She realized that her father hadn’t changed his opinion of her, and he never would. But she still had a chance to save Gabe. He could come out of this whole debacle unscathed. She just had to cut the ties.

			She released Gabe’s hand, and smiled bitterly at the older man. “You know what, Dad? You’re right. I haven’t changed at all. Gabe and I got drunk, we got married. Possibly the most reckless, impulsive thing I’d ever done. I was doing this to get back at you, and it was the only way to do it.”

			Gabe looked from Charles to Ellie. “What?” She could see the hurt and confusion written on his face, but she ignored it. She had to.

			“Yeah, Gabe, this had nothing to do with you. It was all about getting under my father’s skin. You know, bad seed that I am, and all.”

			“Ellie, what—”

			“Gabe, just stop. You’re embarrassing yourself.” She slid the ring she always kept near out of her pocket and put it in Gabe’s palm, trying not to look in his eyes. “I’m going to get out of here. Thanks for the fun, Gabe.” She turned on her heel and walked out without even looking back.

			 

			He caught up to her in the hallway. “Ellie, what the fuck was that?” he demanded.

			“He’s right, wasn’t he? Your career has already been jeopardized by me. Just like he said would happen. You can’t throw everything away.”

			Gabe shook his head. “But you didn’t mean what you said in there. I know it. There’s no way you were faking things between us.”

			Ellie said nothing.

			“You must be one hell of an actress, but I don’t think so. Because I don’t believe you right now.”

			Ellie shrugged indifferently, making him feel like punching a wall. But he got his anger and hurt under control.

			He put the ring in her hand. “But I meant what I said earlier. The ring is yours. In fact, I meant everything I said to you.” He turned and strode down the hall.

			“Gabe, wait!”

			Instead of facing her, he waved casually over his shoulder, dismissing her, without even looking back.

			Gabe stood outside of his office. His most fucked-up day was just getting worse and worse. Kellen looked up at him but said nothing, most likely stunned at seeing his boss anything but put together. He quickly averted his eyes and looked back to his computer, but his fingers didn’t move over the keyboard.

			Gabe put his hand on the doorknob, about to enter his office and try to see how he could even go about salvaging his career. But something stopped him. Instead of opening his door, he turned around and went back down the hall to Charles’s office.

			Striding past Charles’s assistant, he walked right into his mentor’s office. The older man was clearly surprised to see him. “Yes, Gabe?”

			He watched Charles’s hand shake as he brought the scotch tumbler to his lips. “I need to talk to you.”

			He waved at him to proceed.

			“I’m in love with Ellie.” Charles nodded, but didn’t say anything. “It might be too late for us, but you need to rethink your relationship with her. She’s kind, smart, funny, compassionate, and your approximation of her, that she’s still the irresponsible party girl she used to be, is bullshit.”

			“My relationship with my daughter is none of your concern.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. Ellie concerns me. Her desire to be close to you touched every aspect of our relationship.”

			“You don’t know what she’s put me through. The headlines, the gossip.”

			“She was a teenager. Get to know her, sir. You won’t regret it.” He paused. “I don’t.”

			“This matter with Ellie aside. You started a physical relationship with another associate. You’re her mentor. You know that is highly inappropriate.”

			Gabe nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“If I can’t trust you, how could I propose you as partner?”

			Gabe shook his head. “You know what? I don’t care anymore.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You’ve held that goddamn partnership over my head, dangling the carrot for far too long. I don’t care. I don’t want it anymore. And now that I think about it, I don’t even want to work at this firm anymore. Consider this my resignation.” Gabe turned without saying anything else, but before he reached the door, Charles called to him.

			“Gabe,” he said, in a sad tone that almost made Gabe pity him.

			“What?”

			“What was the fight about, between you and Ian?”

			“He discovered some things about me that I didn’t really want you to know.” Gabe didn’t care about revealing the truth about himself, if it took the focus off Ellie. “Ian had me investigated and found out that I not only serve as counsel for the owners of Di Terrestres, but I’m an owner, as well.”

			“You what? You own that...that...den of sin?” Charles sputtered so dramatically Gabe rolled his eyes.

			“With my friends, yes.” His chuckle held little humor. “You know, it’s ridiculous how long I was wary of you finding out. But really, the fight was that he saw me with Ellie, and had some comments about her.”

			“You gave up on your career for Ellie?”

			“I’d give up a lot more than that for her.” He extended his hand to his former mentor. “But, Charles, I want to thank you for the opportunity you’ve given me here. I really appreciate it. But it’s over. I’ll go pack up my office now.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			GABE SAT BEHIND his piano, his right hand pressing a sequence of keys that should have combined melodically with those played by the left hand, if only that hand hadn’t been holding a tumbler of scotch. He drained his glass, put it down and filled it again with the bottle that sat on the top, not taking his right hand from the keys.

			He looked up, just as he had the night Ellie had seen him playing and they’d made love on the piano. But this time the marble hallway was empty. He sighed and swallowed more scotch past the lump in his throat.

			He’d spent most of the day just as he had the others since Ellie had left him—lost, listless, drinking. Who was he? He wasn’t Gabe, the lawyer. He wasn’t Gabe, the husband. His doorbell chimed, ricocheting off the bare hallways. He stood and walked to the door, and saw it was Alana. He frowned, remembering their fight, and how wrong he’d been. He felt stupid. He wasn’t even Gabe, the friend, anymore.

			“Hey,” he said, turning and leading her into his house. He knew she followed when he heard her close the door, the click of her high heels on the floor.

			He walked into the kitchen. “Can I get you anything?”

			“I’ll have a Perrier, if you’ve got one.”

			He passed her one, and opened a beer for himself. “Are you here to gloat?”

			“About what?”

			“You were right about Ellie. It was all a mistake. And guess what, she even told me that it was all to mess with her dad.”

			Her eyes widened. “Really. Did you believe that?”

			“No. But she said it. And she believes it.”

			“I think I may have put that thought into her head.” She looked to the floor. “Sorry about that.”

			“Whatever.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Just fucking peachy, Lana.” He punctuated it with a swallow of beer. “What can I do for you?”

			“That’s all you have to say to me?” She sighed. “Fine. I’m sorry, okay?”

			“You’re sorry? Didn’t I just tell you that you were right?”

			“It’s not about being right or wrong. I know I was wrong. You shouldn’t have given up so easily. And maybe you were right, too. Maybe I was just a little jealous. You and all the guys have so much going on personally right now. Maybe I feel, sometimes, like the odd man out.”

			“I don’t want to hear this right now.”

			Alana looked at him closely. He knew she saw his unshaven face, his sweatpants. “Did you not go to work today?”

			He laughed. “Didn’t you hear? I quit.”

			“You quit your job?”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, I was tired of the whole goddamn thing. The career I spent years building.” He chuckled without mirth. “It’s over.”

			“Have you been playing?” she asked, looking over at the piano, seeing the almost empty bottle and his glass sitting atop it.

			“A little. Ellie said I should play at the club. Think that could be my new job? I’m not exactly looking forward to being unemployed.”

			Alana smiled. “You know, I think that’s a pretty good idea.” Her phone beeped in her purse. “Damn, I’ve got an appointment. But are you going to be okay? Why don’t you call the guys over?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“And think about doing a show, Gabe. Take a chance. Do the unexpected. It could be great.”

			 

			Ellie was sitting in front of her television, a glass of red wine in one hand and a frosted cinnamon roll in the other, when her phone rang. Her eyes were still red-rimmed and burned, and she looked over at the papers she’d left on the coffee table in front of her. The annulment papers that Gabe had given her more than a month ago. The proceedings were winding their way through the legal system. Their day in court was quickly approaching, and she didn’t know if she could face Gabe in front of the judge.

			She briefly considered ignoring her ringing phone, but she picked it up, and saw her father’s name on the screen.

			She sighed, wondering which emotional barrage to prepare herself for. “Hello?”

			“Ellie.”

			“Yeah?” she said, keeping herself detached.

			“I, uh, just wanted to ask you if you wanted to get together for dinner. So we could talk.”

			Picturing the last meal she’d shared with her father, she shook her head. “I don’t think so, Dad,” she told him.

			“Please, dear. I’ve been thinking a lot about how I’ve treated you. I want the opportunity to apologize to you in person.”

			“Apologize?”

			“Yes. I was wrong. All along. I know I’ve probably blown every opportunity we’ve had to build a relationship, but I would like to try.”

			“What about Gabe?”

			“I don’t know. He quit that day. I haven’t heard from him.”

			“He quit?” Gabe’s job was everything to him. And he’d quit because of her.

			“Yes, he walked out shortly after we spoke last.”

			Ellie paused. “Do you mean what you said? About wanting to start over?”

			“Yes. Every word.”

			“Dad,” she tested the word, gingerly. “If you’re being honest with me, and you want us to try again, then we have a lot of work to do. And this is our last chance. If it doesn’t work, that’s it.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			“Okay, I’ll meet you for dinner tomorrow night.” She hung up the phone, cautiously optimistic about her upcoming meeting with her father, and she felt part of the burden and misery lift from her. She had to make things right with Gabe. Whether that meant being with him or cutting ties, it had to be done. If her father could swallow his pride and contact her, she could no doubt do the same.

			As Ellie stood, with a newfound vigor and resolve, the crumbs from her first cinnamon bun fell from her sweatshirt to the floor. She was on her way to her room when there was a knock—no, a pounding—on the door. Oh God, what now? She sighed. When it rains, it fucking pours. She went to the door, part of her hoping to see Gabe, but she was left confused and—truthfully—a little scared when she saw Alana on the other side. She stepped back, unsure whether or not she wanted to answer.

			“Ellie,” she called. “I know you’re in there, ignoring me. And that’s fine. It’s your right. But please let me in. I’d like to talk to you.”

			Ellie opened the door and faced Alana. She straightened her shoulders, at least trying to make herself feel confident next to the gorgeous, poised woman in front of her. “You sure you don’t want to hurt me?” she asked, recalling Alana’s words during their last conversation. “Like I hurt him.”

			Alana shook her head. Her eyes looked sad. Alana looked unguarded. “That’s all big talk. I just want to be real here with you.” She flashed a sad, tight-lipped smile. “Plus, I don’t want to hurt a person so dear to my best friend.”

			Ellie moved out of the way, and gestured for Alana to enter her apartment. Alana came in and looked around. If she noticed, or minded, the clutter that Ellie had allowed to accumulate in the past few days, she gave no indication.

			“How is he?”

			“He doesn’t look great.” Alana looked her up and down. “And neither do you.”

			“About as good as I feel.”

			“I thought he’d made a mistake—in seeing you.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yeah, I thought you were after his—all of our money. Or that you were using him to get back at your dad.”

			“That’s what I told him, when I saw how much his career had already suffered because of me.”

			“Is it true? You had ulterior motives for being with him,”

			“No. I said it out of anger, and I know I hurt him. It’s one of my biggest regrets in my life.” Ellie felt her eyes fill up when she remembered how Gabe had looked at her when he gave her back her ring, for a second time.

			Alana must have seen it, and she looked away before taking a seat on the easy chair, kitty-corner to Ellie’s on the couch. Ellie paused the show on the TV.

			“You love him.”

			“Yes. But it doesn’t matter now.”

			“You know, I’m new to having relationships with women. For so long, it was just me and the guys. I’ve since gained a few female friends, but I’ve never felt threatened by them.”

			“I threatened you?”

			“Just a little,” she smirked, holding her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “But don’t tell anyone. It could seriously destroy my reputation as a hard-ass ballbuster.”

			“Not likely,” Ellie said. “What was it about me that threatened you?”

			“I don’t know. Gabe and I were always so close. And don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I’m secretly in love with him or anything, but I think I was kind of jealous that you managed to whirl into his life and become the center of his world. And I think that was why I pushed back so hard. All the guys have found love with incredible women, and I just didn’t think Gabe was going to be one of them.” Alana trailed off as she averted her eyes, and Ellie would have sworn that there was a tear hanging off an exquisitely long eyelash.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, leaning closer.

			And in an instant, Alana snapped out of her thoughts, reverting back to the hard-ass ballbuster. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said with a laugh that Ellie knew was forced, and she knew she was seeing a side of Alana that not everyone did. She wondered if Gabe had. “I’m here to talk to you. What happened?”

			“I don’t know, really. I walked up the hallway at the office and saw Gabe and Ian fighting.” She told Alana the series of events that had led to her storming out of her father’s office. She sighed, reliving the hurt and anger she’d felt. “It was so selfish—the whole relationship. I knew that the blowback would be harder on Gabe than on me. He loves his job, wanted to be partner at my dad’s firm. I took the fall, and I ended it. I cut the tie as easily as I could. For him.”

			“Why haven’t you called him?”

			“I don’t know. Fear, maybe? A hefty dose of shame?”

			“Why don’t you swing by Di Terrestres tomorrow night? Before eight?”

			“Why?”

			“You’re a smart woman, you can figure it out.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			GABE FOUND HIMSELF behind the piano. The curtain was still closed, but he could hear the patrons on the other side. The usual hum of activity reminded him of the many people who were about to hear him play in public for the first time. He wished he’d had another drink to fortify himself. He was a courageous guy, but the thought of laying himself bare on his keyboard scared him more than any of his more adventurous endeavors. How did he allow Alana to talk him into this?

			“You nervous?”

			Gabe turned his head and saw Alana joining him on the stage. “Yeah,” he admitted. “It’s stupid, but I really am.”

			“Want some liquid courage?” She joined him on the bench, passing him a glass of whiskey.

			He accepted it gratefully and took a drink. “Thanks.”

			“No problem. You’re going to be great, you know.”

			“I just want it to be over.”

			“Should we put out a tip jar? Seeing as how you’re out of a job and all that.”

			He laughed. “I think I’ll be okay.”

			Gabe put his arm around Alana. “I’m glad we aren’t fighting anymore.”

			“Me, too.”

			“And things have returned to the way things should be—the two of us doomed to our bachelor-and-spinster-hoods.”

			Alana shrugged and moved away from him. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

			“I’m going to try not to think about it.” He stroked his fingers over the ivory keys. “At least until this is done.”

			Alana gave his shoulder a quick squeeze as the house lights went down, indicating a stage show, and the hum of the crowd outside the curtain quieted. He could somehow feel their eyes and attention through the heavy cloth.

			Soon Gabe found himself alone on the stage. He placed his hands on the keyboard of his piano and, focusing only on the white-and-black keys, zoned out the entire room and started.

			He didn’t know how long he’d been playing; he’d planned for only a twenty-minute set but by the way the sweat rolled down his neck and his fingers ached, he knew it had probably been much longer. When he stopped, the crowd erupted into cheers. He took a bow, left the stage and made his way to his regular table.

			Crossing the floor, he shook hands, gave hugs, but when he saw Ellie, sitting alone in the same booth where they’d first discussed their annulment, he stopped in his tracks.

			“Ellie, what are you doing here?”

			“Our court date is tomorrow. I want to cancel it.”

			“What?”

			“Let’s stay married.”

			“Ellie, what is this? I don’t have time—”

			“Listen to me. I can’t bear not being with you. Yes, we might have done all of this out of order. Getting married first, then getting to know each other. You showed me the comfort and safety of a real relationship. I showed you how to be impulsive. We balanced each other. But that doesn’t change the fact that I fell in love with you somewhere along the way. And you fell in love with me. You can’t tell me that you no longer feel that way about me. I love you.”

			“Ellie, I—”

			“Tell me you love me, goddammit!” She demanded.

			Gabe knew there was no use fighting her. He was madly in love with the stubborn, funny, sexy, beautiful woman in front of him. “I love you. I think I fell in love with you the day I bumped into you at that casino. I fell in love with you when I saw our wedding certificate. I fell in love with you when we kissed in the elevator in your father’s building, when I made love to you on top of that piano. Since the minute I laid eyes on you, I haven’t not been in love with you.” He shook his head and breathed out a frustrated breath. “How did we get here?”

			“I don’t know. Do you think we can start over?”

			“You want to stay married.”

			She nodded. “But I want all of the relationship trappings. I want dates, romance.”

			“You got it.”

			“I want you.”

			“You got me.”

			“I’m sorry I ran from you. I’m sorry I let my father’s opinion run my life. I should have confronted him earlier. Told him what I wanted.”

			“I can’t let you take the fall for that. I was just as reluctant to talk to him about it. I realized that life isn’t what I wanted anymore.”

			“There’s nothing in our way now, is there?”

			“No, there isn’t. We were fools for letting anything get in our way before.” He grinned. “Come here.”

			When she did, he wrapped his arms around her body and kissed her, knowing that he would never let Ellie—his wife—go again.
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			The Debt

			by Jackie Ashenden

			CHAPTER ONE

			Ellie

			I WIPED MY palms surreptitiously down my black trousers and adjusted my black suit jacket, briefly touching my head to make sure the chauffeur’s cap was in place. Mentally, I went over the address the chauffeur company had given me: The Gustave Eiffel Suite of the Shangri-La, Paris.

			Yep. I was in the right place.

			I took a deep breath.

			Okay, here went nothing.

			It had taken me a month of careful planning to get to this point—including relocating from Australia to England—but now I was here I wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip through my fingers.

			I had two days to convince one of the UK’s most difficult billionaires to give my father more time before withdrawing the venture capital his firm had invested in our family’s company. It was capital we desperately needed in order to stay solvent. And it was not going to be easy.

			Ash Evans, billionaire property developer, investor and slave driver, was as famous for his ruthlessness as he was for his temper, not to mention his unapologetic pride in the fact that he came from a poor background.

			He was also notorious for never forgiving a debt.

			Still, I liked a challenge and, apart from anything else, this was for Dad’s sake and for Australis, our super car company, and that was more important than any qualms I had about confronting some self-important rich guy.

			Not that I had qualms. I was a Little, and Littles were tough. We could get through anything. The key was to put your head down, not make a fuss, and keep going.

			Keeping my fuss-making to a minimum, I gave my jacket another tweak then raised my hand and knocked sharply on the suite door.

			There was no response.

			There was also no one around, which was unusual.

			I’d been driving for the rich and famous for a couple of years now—a second job to supplement my position as a designer at Australis because I liked driving—and I knew they tended to be always surrounded by people. Assistants, bodyguards and all kinds of hangers-on.

			Apparently not Mr Evans.

			But then, given what I knew about him from the research I’d done, that wasn’t completely unexpected.

			He was a self-made man who’d grown up in one of London’s most notorious council estates and who’d risen to the top through a combination of ruthlessness, hard-headed business sense and a fight-to-the-death attitude that people whispered had come from his days as a street fighter.

			A scary dude by all accounts.

			Took a lot to scare me, though—I had four brothers after all—and I was prepared to do what I had to do in order to keep the company solvent. Dad was counting on me since he didn’t want my brothers to know the true state of the company finances, and I was very conscious of the fact that I didn’t want to let him down.

			Mine was a ropey plan, but it was the best I could come up with: sign myself on with the chauffeur company that Mr Evans used and hope that I would be assigned to him. It had taken a month for that to happen, but a combination of luck and the fact that he was enough of a prick that no one wanted to drive for him had worked in my favour and I’d been given the assignment of driving him in Paris for two days.

			It was a sneaky move, but I’d run out of options, not to mention patience. I’d tried all the usual ways to get a meeting with him to talk about the investment face-to-face, but apparently that was impossible and all I’d managed to score were a couple of interviews with some minor flunkey who hadn’t given a shit about either me or my dad.

			Driving for him was the only way I could think of to meet with him in person, to convince him somehow to give us more time before withdrawing his money, because, with the current state of Australis’s finances, we would go under the moment he withdrew.

			Yeah, and you know whose fault that is.

			I ignored that thought and glared at the shut door instead, raising my hand to knock again.

			It was suddenly jerked open.

			A man stood on the threshold, the height and breadth of him filling the entire doorway.

			I blinked, getting a confused impression of an expanse of bare skin and hard-cut muscle. Then a pair of fierce blue eyes met mine and all the air in my lungs mysteriously vanished.

			He stared at me suspiciously for a second and it occurred to me that every single aspect of me had just been observed, catalogued and filed away for future reference.

			Then, just as suddenly as he’d opened the door, the man turned and strolled back into the suite, talking to someone on his phone as he went, his voice a deep, gritty rumble. He appeared to be wearing only a pair of worn blue jeans that sat low on his lean hips, leaving his massively muscled shoulders and back bare. A Chinese dragon had been inked into the smooth olive skin, the colours all brilliant blues, reds and greens.

			I blinked again, staring, oddly shaken though I had no idea why. Because it wasn’t as if I hadn’t seen a shirtless man before. I’d also seen a fair number of tattoos in my time—my brothers all had them, plus I was involved in the car industry where it was practically de rigueur. Still, I hadn’t seen anything quite as beautiful as that one.

			I swallowed, for a second unsure whether to follow him or wait. But since I wasn’t the waiting type I stepped into the suite, shutting the door behind me as I followed him into the lounge area.

			He stood with his back to me, still talking on his phone and so I took a moment to study him.

			Okay, so this was the scary Ash Evans.

			I’d seen pictures of him—who hadn’t? He was built like a heavyweight boxer with the height of a basketball player, his face scarred all to hell from an encounter with the wrong end of a knife back when he’d been a teenager. He was an absolute beast of a man—at least according to one gushing female journalist who’d been granted the rare privilege of an interview and had obviously been bowled over by him.

			I’d scoffed at all the over-the-top language in the article—honestly, the way some women got when it came to men, I couldn’t understand it. But being in his presence now, I could see what she was talking about.

			Even though he had his back to me, he stood in the middle of the lavishly appointed room as if he owned it. No, more as if he owned all of Paris. A fierce kind of energy radiated from him, kinetic and masculine and utterly compelling.

			I knew what it was. Two of my brothers were race car drivers and they both had it in spades: pure male confidence.

			Luckily, I’d had plenty of practice in dealing with it and my solution was simply to be as confident and in-your-face as they were.

			I waited patiently for Mr Evans to wrap up his conversation, staring at his beautiful Chinese tattoo until finally he’d finished and turned to face me.

			Intense blue eyes met mine and my breath caught for the second time that day.

			The pictures of him were one thing, but the reality was a whole different ball game. His features were blunt, but roughly handsome and somehow made even more compelling by the famous scars that bisected them. One scar narrowly missed his right eye, while another caught one end of his mouth and twisted it, making it look as if he was sneering. A third highlighted his hard, square-cut jaw. But it was those eyes that really dominated his rough-hewn face. They were so blue, electric almost, reminding me weirdly of lightning in a thunderstorm.

			Hot.

			The thought came out of nowhere, hitting me like a gut punch. Because he was, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even noticed a guy in that way.

			Since the Mark incident I’d put my love life on hold because I simply couldn’t be bothered dealing with all the drama involved, and, so far, I hadn’t met anyone who’d made me want to change my stance.

			Not that Ash Evans was even in my league.

			I didn’t actually have a league.

			Conscious that I’d been standing there, staring at him like an idiot, I shoved my momentary fluster away and I stuck out my hand. ‘G’day, Mr Evans,’ I said, going full Aussie. ‘I’m Ellie Little. I’m—’

			‘What do you want?’ His voice was as rough and gritty as sandpaper, and his stare skewered me like a pin through a butterfly. ‘I told the hotel I wasn’t to be disturbed.’

			Obviously I was getting a taste of Mr Evans’s famous rudeness. So far, so billionaire. And to be honest, nothing I hadn’t come across before either driving or in the Australis workshop.

			‘I’m not from the hotel,’ I said cheerfully. ‘I’m your chauffeur.’

			‘Chauffeur?’ He ignored the hand I was still holding out. ‘I usually have Bill.’

			‘He wasn’t able to make it to Paris. One of your assistants okayed a replacement.’ I lowered my hand since it didn’t look as if he were going to shake it. ‘Don’t worry, sir. I’ve been given a full rundown of your—’

			‘Don’t call me sir. I’m Mr Evans to you.’ He shoved his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. ‘And my assistant never mentioned this.’

			With some dudes if you gave them an inch, they took a mile, and clearly Evans was in this camp. I’d found the best way to deal with it was to be as laid-back as possible, all the while making it clear that you were not there to be walked over.

			‘I’m sorry you weren’t contacted, Mr Evans,’ I said easily, giving him a wide smile. ‘But that’s not really my problem. I’m just here to do my job.’ And to fix Dad’s little investment issue. But I couldn’t ask him about that now; I needed to build up a little rapport with him first.

			There was a silence.

			Clearly he did not like my answer, because his gaze became arctic, the electricity in his eyes taking on a bright, cold glint. A sense of threat gathered around him and I could suddenly see why people might be scared of him because that, combined with his height and scarred face, made him pretty damn intimidating.

			I wasn’t intimidated, though. I’d dealt with plenty of difficult men in my time and not making things into a drama was the way to handle it.

			So I simply stared back and kept my smile easy-going. Letting him know that I wasn’t a threat so he didn’t need to bristle at me the way he was doing now.

			His eyes narrowed and I had the oddest feeling that his focus had shifted, zeroing in on me like a laser sight on a high-powered rifle.

			It was unnerving since I didn’t much like being stared at, but I didn’t let my unease show. Keep it fuss-free, that was the Little way.

			‘Do you speak to all your employers like that?’ he demanded.

			‘Yes,’ I said, with absolute truth. ‘And they’ve all appreciated my laid-back attitude.’ I grinned wider. ‘That’s a direct quote by the way.’

			A deep blue spark glinted in his eyes for a second and for some reason I felt an unfamiliar heat rise into my cheeks.

			Weird. Why was I blushing? I kept my smile pasted firmly on and hoped the blush would go away.

			‘Fair enough.’ He gave me a brief up and down glance then reached out to pick up the black T-shirt that had been draped over the back of a luxurious white couch. ‘Though if you speak to me like that again, you won’t last the night.’

			I wasn’t listening. I was too busy being oddly mesmerised by the flex and release of the chiseled muscles of his chest and abs.

			Which wasn’t like me at all. It was only that he was just so very...powerful. Like one of the Pythons, Dad’s latest model supercar. Super charged and sleek, with a big V8 engine. The most perfect design. Dangerous in the wrong hands, yet an adrenaline junkie’s dream in the right ones...

			‘Do you understand?’

			I nearly jumped as the edge in his voice caught me, making me realise I’d been standing there gawping at him with my mouth open.

			Dude. Zoning out staring at his body? What is wrong with you?

			Purely from a design perspective he was an impressive specimen. Built for strength and power, with not an ounce of fat on him. He could probably deliver the maximum amount of force with maximum efficiency too—

			You’re not in the workshop now, idiot, and he’s not a bloody car.

			Oh, hell. Of course he wasn’t. And now he’d caught me staring.

			I struggled to find my normal chill, trying to think of a jokey way to defuse the situation.

			‘Uh, yes,’ was all I could come up with.

			His gaze narrowed further. ‘You’d better,’ he said, his upper-class British accent completely at odds with the roughness of his voice, his scarred face and worn jeans. ‘I’m not accustomed to repeating myself.’

			Concentrate, fool! It’s like you’ve never seen a man before.

			Well, to be fair, I hadn’t seen a man like him before.

			‘Sorry, Mr Evans.’ I grinned like an idiot, pretending I wasn’t still blushing furiously. ‘I was thinking about something else.’

			He stared at me with the same intense focus as when he’d opened the suite door earlier. ‘What did you say your name was?’

			‘Ellie. Ellie Little.’

			Would my surname mean anything to him? Probably not. Evans Investment, his venture capital firm, invested money in a lot of different projects so there was no reason he’d know about our company in particular.

			Sure enough, there was no recognition in his eyes as he unexpectedly put out his hand. ‘Good to meet you, Miss Little.’

			Now, he wanted to shake? A small, rebellious part of me was very tempted to refuse, which would have been stupid given the massive favour I had to ask of him at some point.

			So I ignored the urge, reaching out to take his hand politely instead. Yet as his big palm and long fingers wrapped around mine, the weirdest thing happened.

			A jolt of electricity shot straight up my arm, making me jerk my hand out of his before I could stop myself.

			Good one, fool.

			‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘Damn static.’

			An odd expression I couldn’t quite decipher crossed his face, making the unsettled feeling inside me deepen.

			My heart was beating fast and my skin was tingling where he’d touched me. It felt sensitive, as if I’d been scorched by his fingers.

			It wasn’t static, you idiot.

			But I didn’t want to think about what else it might have been so I shoved that thought away and put my hands behind my back instead. ‘Ready when you are, Mr Evans,’ I said, as if nothing had happened.

			He gave me another of those intense searching looks, though what he was searching for I had no idea.

			‘Go down and wait in the car,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

			With one last dismissive glance, he turned away, the colours of the tattoo on his back flashing, leaving me with no other option but to do as I was told.
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